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ABSTRACT
This dissertation proposes a critical and material reappraisal of Southern land, by examining the
relationship between soil and 20th century black modernity in the United States. Interacting with
theories of black modernism laid out by scholars such as Houston A. Baker, as well as recent
texts which examine the relationship between African Americans and the natural world,
including Kimberly Smith's African American Environmental Thought: Foundations (2007) and
Monica M. White’s Freedom Farmers: Agricultural Resistance and the Black Freedom
Movement (2018), On Southern Soil considers the complex relationship between agriculture and
the pursuit of African American citizenship in the first half of the twentieth century. This project
explores how soil might function as a material medium for black social and political reenfranchisement, through notions including democratic agrarianism and the creatively agentic
powers of land possession and earthly stewardship. Analyzing works by Booker T. Washington,
W. E. B. Du Bois, Zora Neale Hurston, and William Faulkner, On Southern Soil revisits the
history and literature surrounding regional topographies of African American experience, using
soil as a central matrix through which to view the Southern landscape. Re-evaluating race
relations from 1895-1950, and drawing attention to the transformative powers of capitalism as it
is expressed through this organic matter, this project suggests that art and agriculture frequently
comingle in the material transformations of soil, to enable a powerful united force in overcoming
racial oppression, demonstrating the wide-ranging contributions that African Americans have
made in the founding of America and the pursuit of their own modernity.
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INTRODUCTION –
ESTABLISHING THE LAY OF THE LAND
The soil is the stage upon which the entire human drama is enacted.
– Chris Maser
Within soil’s horizons, or layers, lie records of an area’s geological and climatic history, traces of
its past and present inhabitants, as well as information about possible future uses of the soil.
– Hilary Eklund
And so not merely for modernity of style, but for vital originality of substance, the young Negro
writers dig deep into the racy peasant undersoil of the race life.
– Alain Locke

“Three distinct mounds of earth rested on empty feedbags in the middle of our circle of
benches,” recalls Leah Penniman. “We were gathered for a soils class during the Black Latinx
Farmers Immersion, and the participants held notebooks in ready hands. ‘Put your notebooks
down, and go interact with the soil, find out its secrets. Use all of your senses. Get close,’ the
facilitator encouraged” (87). Penniman, author of Farming While Black: Soul Fire Farm’s
Practical Guide to Liberation on the Land, published in October 2018, describes herself as “a
Black Kreyol famer who has been tending the soil for 22 years” (354). Born and raised in
Massachusetts, she was educated in Environmental Science and Science Education at Clark
University, Worcester, before joining The Food Project, a non-profit organization in Boston.
“Shoulder-to-shoulder with my peers of all hues, feet planted firmly in the earth, stewarding lifegiving crops for Black community–I was home,” she recalls (2). Still, when Penniman looked
further across the agricultural scene, attending organic farming conferences and buying technical
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books on planting, things looked a little less homely and a lot less diverse, as she found herself
“immersed in a white-dominated landscape” and began to believe that “a life on land would be a
betrayal of my people” (2). Luckily, thanks to the National Black Farmers and Urban Gardeners
Conference, established in 2010, alongside her growing network of black agricultural peers,
Penniman was re-educated on the history of sustainable and communal farming. “Learning about
[George Washington] Carver, [Fannie Lou] Hamer, [Booker T.] Whatley, and New
Communities,” she writes,
“I realized that during all those years of seeing images of only white people as the
stewards of the land, only white people as organic farmers, only white people in
conversations about sustainability, the only consistent story I'd seen or been told about
Black people and the land was about slavery and sharecropping, about coercion and
brutality and misery and sorrow. And yet here was an entire history, blooming into our
present, in which Black people's expertise and love of the land and one another was
evident. When we as Black people are bombarded with messages that our only place of
belonging on land is as slaves, performing dangerous and backbreaking menial labor, to
learn of our true and noble history as farmers and ecological stewards is deeply healing.
Fortified by a more accurate picture of my people's belonging on land, I knew I was
ready to create a mission-driven farm centering on the needs of the Black community. (3)
Penniman is one of a number of African Americans re-establishing their connections to the land
through agriculture, and while her labor of love – Soul Fire Farm – may be located in Petersburg,
New York, the historical figures whom she cites in the quotation above were all based in the
United States South; Carver and Whatley both at Tuskegee Institute (now University), Alabama,
Fannie Lou Hamer in Mississippi, and the New Communities collective in Georgia,
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demonstrating that a “more accurate” picture of the nobility of black agricultural history must be
drawn from below the Mason-Dixon line.
Even if Penniman is from the North, “Farming While Black is the first comprehensive
‘how to’ guide for aspiring African-heritage growers to reclaim their dignity as agriculturists and
for all farmers to understand the distinct, technical contributions of African-heritage people to
sustainable agriculture” (“Farming While Black by Leah Penniman” n.p.). 1 Thus, there is a lot
that we can learn from Penniman’s text, and from the valuable work that collectives like Soul
Fire Farm are doing, in considering the legacy of African American agriculture in the first half of
the twentieth century. According to their website: “Soul Fire Farm is a BIPOC [blackindigenous-people-of-color] -centered community farm committed to ending racism and injustice
in the food system” (“Soul Fire Farm” n.p.). Recognizing the way in which access to nutrition
and a healthy diet can be a heavily segregated problem, Soul Fire “raise[s] and distribute[s] lifegiving food as a means to end food apartheid. With deep reverence for the land and wisdom of
our ancestors, we work to reclaim our collective right to belong to the earth and to have agency
in the food system.” As a learning resource, the farm brings “diverse communities together on
this healing land to share skills on sustainable agriculture, natural building, spiritual activism,
health, and environmental justice […] training the next generation of activist-farmers and
strengthening the movements for food sovereignty and community self-determination” (n.p.).
My project attempts its own contribution to that effort by examining the way in which
soil—as a material and intellectual matrix—informed the African American pursuit of racial
progress from 1900-1950. Clearly, an emphasis on fighting racism and injustice was also at the
forefront of African American minds as they sought to carve lives for themselves in post1

Farming While Black does cite a number of Southern collectives similar to Soul Fire Farm, but Penniman is the
first to write this particular type of book.
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Emancipation society, “reclaiming the collective right to belong to the earth” after hundreds of
years being denoted as property. Emphasis on the way in which the whole community of Soul
Fire Farm works together on the land invokes the sense of “ecology” that I promote in this
project’s title, well-defined by Kimberly Ruffin in her book, Black on Earth: African American
Ecoliterary Traditions to mean “the study of the often overlapping experiences of relationships
among humans and among human and nonhuman nature” (18, emphasis in original). In turn,
this spirit of alliance also relates to the students at Booker T. Washington’s Tuskegee, the folk of
W. E. B. Du Bois’s Georgia and Tennessee, and the work camps of Zora Neale Hurston’s
Florida. Seeking agency in the food system and distributing produce may also put us in mind of
the way that African Americans sought entry into the capitalist marketplace as a way to
participate in modernity and achieve a living for themselves. In particular, Penniman’s accurate
description of the food she supplies as “life-giving” illuminates the way in which soil contributed
to the vitality of African American life in the first half of the twentieth century. Moreover,
Penniman’s own soil stewardship, alongside the conference facilitator’s encouragement to “get
close” to the organic matter, is a significant element in the black pursuit of modernity, as I
illustrate in the pages ahead (87). Soul Fire Farm’s emphases on sustainable agriculture, using
methods from the ancestors, and natural building wholeheartedly demonstrate the influence of
southern African American agricultural traditions, showcasing alternative possibilities to
exploitive monocrop farming that can lead – as the subheading of Penniman’s book suggests – to
liberation on the land, overcoming racial and ecologic oppression by taking the matter of soil
literally into one’s own hands in order to build up the race.
Teaching ancestral reverence alongside agricultural skills to provide healing and natural
building, Soul Fire Farm echoes the theory laid out by Kimberly Smith in her pivotal monograph
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African American Environmental Thought: Foundations (2007) that “the ability to respond
creatively to the natural world is critical to a community’s ability to form bonds of affection for
and interest in the land.” “[T]his tradition,” Smith suggests, “makes freedom – encompassing
freedom of labor, secure rights, and full membership in the political community – central to
establishing a positive relationship to nature” (95-96). For all of these reasons, the sovereignty,
agency, and community self-determination that Penniman’s work promotes can also be read
alongside Houston A. Baker’s conception of black modernism in Turning South Again: Rethinking Modernism/Re-reading Booker T. (2000):
UNITED STATES BLACK MODERNISM: a black public-sphere mobility and fullness
of United States black citizenship rights of locomotion, promotion, suffrage, occupational
choice and compensation that yield what can only be designated a black-majority,
politically participatory, bodily secure GOOD LIFE. (83, emphasis in original)
Although Baker’s manifesto is designed to survey the state of African American life at the start
of the new millennium, I wish to engage with a number of his precepts in considering black
modernity in the first half of the twentieth century. I pay particular attention to locomotion,
promotion, and compensation, while Baker’s notion of bodily security informs my emphasis on a
sense of safe domesticity. At the same time, I also explore other conditions of citizenship related
to soil, such as the right to cultivation and conservation, and inclusion in agricultural economics.
Alongside Baker’s question, “How does blackness walk the walk and talk the talk that leads the
black majority to living in the light of a modern good life?” my project asks – albeit less
rhythmically – how blackness treads (and treats) the soil that points the way toward modernity
(TSA 27). On Southern Soil thus examines how various writers of the black South engage with
soil as the material means through which African Americans navigate modernity and pursue
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Baker’s “good life” in the first half of the twentieth century, questioning why this earthy
substance appears so frequently in texts concerned with strategies of racial progress. How, this
project interrogates, does soil function in sustaining African American lives in the South from
1900-1950, and why is the path to social enfranchisement and citizenship so often laid with
humus?
Clearly there are understandably negative associations that Southern soil has historically
carried for African Americans that need to be reckoned with in undertaking a project such as
this. As one of the heritage farmers cited in Penniman’s book – Chris Bolden Newsome of
Bartram’s Community Farm, Philadelphia – puts it, for example: “The field was the scene of the
crime” (263). Uprooting individuals from their homeland and brutally forcing them to work an
unfamiliar terrain far across the ocean was an attempt on the part of colonists and slave-masters
to sever any positive connection that the slave might have to the new earth, by literally enlisting
the land as part of the slave’s oppression, all the while relying on the particular agricultural
skillsets for which they had often abducted specific tribes and geographical groups in the first
place. Natal alienation, as famously defined by Orlando Patterson in his study Slavery and Social
Death (1982), includes a sense that the slave was deliberately alienated from the very soil that he
or she took care of, sought their own sustenance from, and was of somewhat similar status to, as
part of the plantation property in chattel form. No wonder then, with this jarring sense of material
ontologies in mind, many, as Penniman reminds, have “confused the terror our ancestors
experienced on land with the land herself, naming her the oppressor and running toward paved
streets without looking back. We do not stoop, sweat, harvest, or even get dirty, because we
imagine that would revert us to bondage” (263).2 Pointing toward the Great Migration with her

2

Students would react with similar disdain at Tuskegee upon discovering that Booker T. Washington expected them
to perform manual labor as part of their lessons there (see Up From Slavery 70, for instance).
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urban description of “paved streets” as the opposite of the fields from which so many ran,
Penniman highlights the aspects of slavery that – in a forward-moving narrative of progress – are
seen to be a descent back to ruthless, undignified times. Appealing to a broader arc of geologic
time, Penniman regrets the fact that “Hundreds of years of enslavement have devastated our
sacred connection to land and overshadowed thousands of years of our noble, autonomous
farming history” (263, emphasis added). As a result, she suggests, many “are keenly aware that
something is missing, that a gap exists where once there was connection.” Penniman thus
describes a “‘returning generation’ of agrarian people,” descendants of African Americans who
migrated North at the start of the twentieth century, but who now choose to return back to the
South, or at least have come to re-appreciate the agricultural heritage of their ancestors and other
relations. “Our grandparents fled the red clays of Georgia and we are now cautiously working to
make sense of a reconciliation with land,” she states. “We somehow know that without the land
we cannot return to freedom” (263, emphasis added). Although Michael Bennett argued a
generation ago that such historical trauma means that the relationship between African
Americans and the natural world can only ever exist as “antipathy” (208), works such as
Penniman’s and other recent texts including Dianne Glave’s Rooted in the Earth: Reclaiming the
African American Environmental Heritage (2010), Black Faces, White Spaces: Reimagining the
Relationships of African Americans to the Great Outdoors (2014) by Carolyn Finney, and
Freedom Farmers: Agricultural Resistance and the Black Freedom Movement by Monica M.
White (2018) clearly demonstrate that there is a contemporary critical moment for re-evaluating
more complex interactions between African Americans and the natural world. Traditional
histories that neglect or underreport African Americans’ closeness in working on the land need to
be re-examined and revised.
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While I do not in any way intend to diminish the trauma related to African Americans
toiling on Southern soil, I also want to look more deeply at how, historically, agricultural labor
might actually have brought superior knowledge that could become social and political power for
African Americans. Susan Scott Parrish, for example, suggests that the “forced” intimacy of
African American rural workers with the ecology of plantation labor and sharecropping “allowed
these laborers to know their environment with great empirical acumen” (9) than their enslavers
and oppressors. The “spatial zoning of black and white lives,” Parrish argues, gave rise to
associations between African Americans and “hidden places and hidden knowledge” (203).
Historian Walter Johnson adds that, during slavery, the enslaved were “privy to a landscape only
partially accessible to their owners. Their narratives recall landmarks that seem coordinates of an
alternative geography of the South—one defined not by roads and cities (still less by maps and
timetables), but by the concrete experience of travel across the land” (229). On Southern Soil
thus views African Americans’ close relationship with the environment as a productive tool
through which to manipulate the otherwise oppressive forces that seek to exploit both the earth
and those who work upon it.3
To be sure, productive work has already been done in recognizing the multiplicity of
parallel geographies that operated under a plantation regime, as evidenced by scholars such as
Melvin Dixon, Stephanie Camp, Anthony Wilson, Katherine McKittrick, and Jarvis McInnis, all
of whom examine various counter-spaces of resistance and rebellion created by African
Americans as strategies for survival by incorporating their unique understanding of the land.
Paul Outka’s work also traces the legacy of how during slavery African Americans were deliberately subsumed
into the natural environment so that whites could “treat them with the same mixture of contempt, false reverence,
and real exploitation that also marks American environmental history.” This doubled colonization, Outka argues,
“inevitably makes the possibility of an uncomplicated union with the natural world less readily available to African
Americans than it has to been to whites, who, by and large, have not suffered from such a history” (3, emphasis in
original). Indeed, a number of critics such as Christine Gerhardt have looked at the productive connections that can
be made between the twinned exploitations of African Americans and other minorities, and of the the environment –
a parallel that I allude to in a number of the chapters ahead.
3
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McInnis in particular looks at ways in which African Americans might reimagine the plantationfarm future and reclaim this particularly traumatic space, a recuperation that we might notice not
only in the work that Soul Fire is doing but, as I go on to examine in Chapter One, in the work
that Booker T. Washington did a century before at Tuskegee Institute. “I define
reterritorialization as the process by which African Americans attempt to reconcile and imagine
a new relationship to land, agriculture, and the earth, outside of and directly opposed to the
exploitative racial capitalist regimes engendered by the plantation, sharecropping, and debt
peonage,” McInnis writes in “Black Women’s Geographies and the Afterlives of the Sugar
Plantation” (744). Examining “gardens, family farms, and practices of economic cooperation,”
McInnis looks at the way these methods counter “the plantation’s and factory’s coterminous
degradation of the black body and the earth alike.” In doing so, he argues, African Americans
created a “counter geo-archive” in which “lies an alternative grammar and ethics for
interrogating the material legacy of the plantation” that “takes seriously the lives of the people
once forced to labor there,” people who nonetheless “refashion[ed] the landscape and built
environment into a counter-archive and develop[ed] a new semiotics with which to interpret [it]”
(744). Deepening McInnis’s exploration, I approach soil as a micro-ecologic semiotic through
which to interpret how African Americans refashioned the landscape, imagined new
relationships to the earth, and created counter-archives of material responses to plantation
culture and its futures.
The Dirt on Soil
“What would it mean,” McInnis asks in an earlier essay, “to envision the south as a space of
vitality and futurity for black people?” (“That the Land Would One Day Be Free” 18). On
Southern Soil attempts to answer this provocative question. Soil is – quite literally – a vital
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source of life, and as I demonstrate in the chapters ahead, for a number of African American
writers and thinkers, it offered a unique way to envision their futurity in the South. While too
many of us take the ground beneath our feet for granted, soil remains one of the key factors in
maintaining our existence on Earth. As David Montgomery reminds us in Dirt: The Erosion of
Civilizations (2007), “even the roots of Western language reflect humanity’s dependence on soil.
The Latin word for human, homo is derived from humus, Latin for living soil” (27).4 Indeed,
Montgomery writes, “some scientists have proposed that clay minerals even played a key role in
the evolution of life by providing highly reactive surfaces that acted as a substrate upon which
organic molecules assembled into living organisms.” What’s more, “guanine and cytosine (two
of the four key bases in DNA) form in clay-rich solutions,” evidence that “evolution of the
earliest soils played a key role in making Earth inhabitable for more complex life” (15). Soil
contains macro nutrients such as nitrogen, phosphorous, potassium, calcium, magnesium, and
sulfur, and micro nutrients such as boron, copper, zinc, chlorine, iron, manganese, elements that
make up the world around and within us; healthy soil teems with the life of bio-organisms
contained within it, and whether we like to think about it or not, one day we too will contribute
to the nutrients in the ground when we decompose. All that is to say, we are more closely related
to soil than we might first believe, and a lot more reliant on it besides.
Considering this intimate biological connection, On Southern Soil also seeks to answer
the “collective call” made by Hillary Eklund – in her 2017 edited collection Ground-Work:
English Renaissance Literature and Soil Science – for scholars to “pay attention to the lessons
soil offers us about matter, place, and time, and about the forms of knowledge that arise from
humans’ dependence on, and engagement with, the soil” (19). Eklund’s volume reappraises soil
4

Although “historians and archaeologists rightly tend to dismiss single bullet theories for the collapse of
civilizations,” Montgomery states, his overarching thesis is that the “history of dirt suggests that how people treat
their soil can impose a life span on civilizations” (1).
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as a lens through which to think about literature and humanity, keenly demonstrating that the use
of soil science in literary analysis is a critical framework worthy of further application.
Combining the schools of thought outlined in Eklund’s introduction – “pedology (the study of
soil formation and composition) and edaphology (the study of how soils affect the life forms they
support)” – I attempt in the chapters ahead to delve deeper into the ground of Southern literature
to see how soil composition works in tandem with its human-affective properties in earlytwentieth-century spaces of African American living (5).5
Despite being the “earthiest of earthly substances,” Eklund writes, “soil quietly escapes
notice until it appears out of place or until the specialist – the gravedigger, the surveyor, the
husbandman – names it and acts on it” (6). The aim of my project is to make soil remarkable in a
similar way, by making it noticeable, examining what it can become, how it can transform, what
happens when we start to take notice of it, act upon it, and what kind of material and social
effects that can have, specifically for African Americans during the decades surrounding the turn
of the century, who were often in close proximity to Southern soils. At the same time, I
recognize the allusion to Mary Douglas’s Purity and Danger (1966) signaled by Eklund’s phrase
“out of place.” In agricultural settings, soil is not really matter out of place, but that does not
prevent us from commenting on its traces, following its footsteps, and seeing it in places where
we otherwise might not look – in bricks, music, food, money – all potentially redemptive
materials for African Americans seeking citizenship and other aspects of Baker’s GOOD LIFE.

5

Eklund puts forward another intriguing reason for the existing general ignorance surrounding soil, suggesting that
neglecting to study its presence in literature may be indicative of a “broader failure” to recognize how vital it is to
our own survival (2). “[T]he planet’s soils are quietly disappearing,” she continues, adding that the “United Nations’
Food and Agricultural Organization reports that the world has about 60 more years of growing crops with current
methods before the topsoil is completely destroyed” (2-3) Montgomery adds that, “[d]espite substantial progress in
soil conservation, the United States Department of Agriculture estimates that millions of tons of topsoil are eroded
annually from farmers’ fields in the Mississippi River basin” (4). Even the adolescent tour de force Greta Thunberg
listed “erosion of fertile topsoil” as a major environmental problem in her address to the European Union council,
collected in No One Is Too Small To Make A Difference (51).
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Consequently, my dissertation aims to participate in the new discipline that Heather
Sullivan dubs “dirty aesthetics […] grappling with the truly local dirty matter right at hand”
among the sites and settings of my primary texts (515). In fact, dirt theory is an up and coming
subset of material culture scholarship, as evidenced not only by Sullivan’s 2012 article, but by a
2014 special issue of English Studies in Canada devoted to the topic. While some dirt theorists
are still establishing their relationship to soil, Sullivan’s work provides a fruitful approach for
considering how dirt/soil can relate to (black) modernity.6 As Baker emphasized, “public sphere
mobility” and “locomotion” are important components in the achievement of black modernism.
Furthermore, he stresses that “modernism’s emphasis falls on the locative – where one is located
or placed – in determining how constricted the domain of freedom might be” (69-70). Sullivan’s
work helps us see that humus is intimately, inevitably involved in the modernizing processes that
Baker describes, since “[d]irt, soil, earth, and dust surround us at all scales: we find them on our
shoes, bodies, and computer screens; in fields and forests, and floating in the air. They are the
stuff of geological structures, of the rocky Earth itself,” and thus both locative and “mobile like
our bodies” (Sullivan 515). As Sullivan suggestively puts it, “We exist in a diaspora of granular
minerals, particulate matter, and organic odds and ends that find their way into our soil and
elsewhere, too” (516), linking soil to distinctly modern experiences of forced displacement and
exile such as the transatlantic slave trade and its global dispersal of African cultures and peoples.
Other allies in considering soil’s relationship to modernity include scholars of rural
modernism in the US South such as Benjamin Child, Jolene Hubbs, Christopher Rieger, and Jay
Watson, who argue that it is time to displace the emphasis on city as center, country as periphery,
that has proliferated in modernist studies so far. Instead, they suggest, we might study the way in
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The “move from soil science to dirt mother,” Sullivan argues, “is a short step. Dirt theory must therefore be both
cultural and scientific, and it must attend to the slippage between the two” (518).
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which industries, technologies, and arts presumed “modern” are wielded by, and upon, those
who inhabit more rural spaces, in order to establish more precisely “where the modern occurs”
(Child, 3, emphasis in original). In these pages I hope to offer a more precise account of where
the African American modern occurs in the writings of some of its staunchest twentieth-century
advocates. I’m also in conversation with Southern Studies scholars who explore the so-called
“Dirty South,” most particularly Patricia Yaeger, in her seminal study Dirt and Desire:
Reconstructing Southern Women’s Writing 1930-1990 (2000).7 Reclaiming soil in the ways I
propose allows us to reframe our thinking to open up more productive ways of looking at the
substance in all of its vitality, to – as Yaeger writes of dirt – “include it, to highlight it, to
transform what counts as detritus, […] to begin to change the soul of pattern itself, to supplement
an ordinary with an extraordinary game, to take the unthought known and make it selfcontemplative” (275). As such, soil in these pages will become the unthought known beneath our
very soles. We need to change the academic paths that we tread in order to recognize the ground
as transformative in itself, to make the contemplation of the earth a much more central focus of
our analytical work, and to recuperate some of its current depreciation in African American
studies and beyond.
One component to the obsession with dirt that Yaeger notices in southern literature is
characterized by “bodies that go into the ground”: the “extraordinary number of women, men,
and children” who “fall into the landscape and disappear,” a dissolution that she refers to as
reverse autochthony (13, 15). In contrast, I embrace the concept of the autochthonous, “sprung
from the earth,” to highlight how, for the authors in this project, byproducts as diverse as
building materials, education, architecture, music, history, legal testimony, money, and molasses

7

See also L. H. Stallings, A Dirty South Manifesto: Sexual Resistance and Imagination in the New South (2020) and
a work-in-progress by Andy Crank tentatively titled The Dirty South: Refuse and Representation, 1970-2020.
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candies, in the most literal and material way rise up from the soil to foster good living and
establish cultural foundations for African Americans (15). Although Paul Outka argues that
African Americans were often “considered part of the pastoral Southern landscape produced and
consumed so avidly by Northern and Southern whites alike after the war, [and] not themselves
producers or consumers of it,” by studying soil we can more closely recognize how African
Americans were in fact both active producers and consumers of the landscapes on which they
worked, and how they cannily used such economics for their own benefit (93). Thus, On
Southern Soil examines the material and economic influence of African Americans participating
in agricultural capitalism in the 20th century. In doing so, I seek to question what material
transformations of soil in a capitalist system of exchange (such as clay brickmaking or fertilizer
production) can tell us about the modes through which African Americans sought social
incorporation, economic betterment, and secure domesticity. How does soil enter into a dialogue
with capitalism, and furthermore, what effect does its material and economic movement have on
relationships across the races? Using another of Yaeger’s helpful frameworks, the “genealogies
of labor,” On Southern Soil examines how such object-matter/mattered-objects cross over racial
boundaries and influence the racial attitudes of white and black Southerners (12). How, I ask, do
the products of soil work to change opinions about African American capabilities? What
transformations does soil undergo in order to enable racial uplift? How does earth allow entrance
into the capitalist industrial sphere?
For, as Yaeger rightly states, material capitalism plays a central role in the achievement
of racial uplift, since “to own objects, land, houses, a genealogy, a history, is to own a site for
claiming selfhood – a site for claiming rights” (215). Kimberly Smith echoes this point: “From
the perspective of black Americans, owning land means more than acquiring wealth; it means

14

civic membership, political autonomy and personality, and community integrity” (9). Possessing
the earth for African Americans, therefore, has less – though still some part – to do with
countering economic exploitation than with active membership in modern society: in other
words, with the pursuit of Baker’s UNITED STATES BLACK MODERNISM. Accordingly, I
examine how soil inflects a number of commodities that pass through African American hands
and over the color line, influencing or even creating the ability for black Southerners to make a
home for themselves and to claim a genealogy and history in the United States. And indeed to
claim their selfhood there: as Smith argues, “[c]ounterthemes in black environmental thought
suggest ways that blacks could use [their] connection to the natural world – through labor, art,
and memory – as the basis of their sense of self in a culture of racial oppression” (192).
How were those connections forged? As Smith writes, “we need further investigation of
how [. . .] resistance to oppression, or simply the conduct of ordinary life in the interstices of an
unjust social structure, could create a bond to the land” for African Americans in the South, and
as part of this inquiry, “we need to know more about blacks’ strategies for giving meaning to the
world and for establishing an enduring sense of place and self – for making homes in the shadow
of oppression. How did such strategies evolve? What kind of bonds did they create, and what
kinds of meanings were given to the land?” (192-193). It’s precisely in the effort to illuminate
such issues that On Southern Soil critically reappraises a number of key authors and texts from
the intellectual history of the black South in order to re-appreciate the value of the region’s soils
as a political, social, economic – but most importantly material – resource for sustaining African
American selfhood on the complicated racial terrain of twentieth-century Southern land.
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Covering New Ground
Critical work on the topic of African Americans and nature more broadly conceived tends either
to cover the period of slavery, particularly through figures such as Henry Bibb, Frederick
Douglass, and Harriet Jacobs (see Bennett, Outka, Myers, Ellis, Gerhardt, and Ruffin), or to look
at the social justice issue of environmental racism, as it began to appear in the 1970s, through the
work of Benjamin Muhammad, Robert Bullard, and many others.8 Texts such as Thadious
Davis’s Southscapes, meanwhile, examine, but do not always sufficiently materialize, the
phenomenon of reverse migration back to the South, a trend that began in the late 70s and early
80s. Where then, is environmentally-oriented examination of African Americans in the South
from 1895-1950?
Historically of course, this period overlaps with the Great Migration, an exodus that saw
thousands of African Americans from the Southern United States migrate north and west in
search of new opportunities and a more hopeful future. With each new decade of the twentieth
century, the numbers of emigrants increased. “At its peak,” writes Dorceta A. Taylor, “Blacks
left the South at the rate of about 16,000 per month” (25). Even Paul Outka, whose 2008 book,
Race and Nature: From Transcendentalism to the Harlem Renaissance, offers an otherwise
useful model for how to combine African American studies with environmental
studies/ecocriticism, still privileges the North as his focus, suggesting that, in the case of the
Harlem Renaissance, “a careful embrace of the beauty of the rural Southern landscape emerges
[…] as Northern black writers looked back from a relatively safe distance” (172). As I argue in
8

“Credited with coining the term, Benjamin Muhammad (formerly Rev. Benjamin Chavis Jr.) defines
environmental racism as racial discrimination in environmental policy making. It is racial discrimination in the
deliberate targeting of communities of color for toxic waste disposal and the siting of polluting industries. And it is
racial discrimination in the history of excluding people of color from the mainstream environmental groups,
decision-making boards, commissions, and regulatory bodies” (qtd. in Blum, 61). For Bullard see Dumping in Dixie:
Race, Class, and Environmental Quality (1990).
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the pages ahead, however, there is still much to be gained by studying writers of the black South
who contended with the region by embracing the beauty (and the pain) of the South while
remaining largely in situ there.
To be sure, the particular periodization frame of my project is a popular one in studies of
modernism/modernity. Douglas Mao and Rebecca Walkowitz, for example, identify the “core”
period of literary modernism as 1890-1945 (738), while A Companion to the Modern American
Novel, edited by John T. Matthews, takes 1900-1950 as its range. Yet, as many scholars have
pointed out, African Americans experienced modernity differently, whether through the
“catastrophic rupture” of the Middle Passage qua Paul Gilroy (197), or in the sense that the late
arrival of Emancipation in 1863 put the race behind in joining capitalism and the industrial
revolution (see Smith 4, for example). Most critically, the 1895-1950 period of my project
coincides with the historical arc of the Jim Crow era, bookended by Plessy v. Ferguson in 1896
and Brown v. Board in 1954. By invoking these historical milestones, I’m in dialogue with
scholars such as Kenneth Warren, who provocatively suggests that African American literature
was (past-tense) “a post-emancipation phenomenon that gained its coherence as an undertaking
in the social world defined by the system of Jim Crow segregation, which ensued after the
nation's retreat from Reconstruction” and thus ended when the de jure order of these
exclusionary practices was “dismantled, at least judicially and legally,” in the 1950s and 1960s
by the Civil Rights Movement (1). Warren’s main thesis, therefore, is that “with the legal demise
of Jim Crow, the coherence of African American literature has been correspondingly, if
sometimes imperceptibly, eroded, as well” (2). While Warren’s suggestive claim certainly
flatters the time period I have taken as my focus, as I hope to have begun to show by invoking
the work of contemporary agricultural activists such as Penniman, there remains a consistent
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environmental theme in African American creative thought that shows little signs of receding;
just a few explicitly literary authors who have picked up the African American eco-conscious
mantle post-1950 are Octavia Butler, Lucille Clifton, Randall Kenan, Natasha Trethewey, Alice
Walker, and Jesmyn Ward.
At the same time, Benjamin Child’s recent monograph The Whole Machinery: The Rural
Modern in Cultures of the U.S. South 1890-1946 (2019) offers helpful inroads for considering
how modernity might have looked during this period to those who existed on what Child calls
the “edges of the nation” in the rural Southern United States (7). In focusing here on the same
oft-marginalized region, I ask us not only to be cognizant of the African American populations
who are so often pushed to the fringes of these already sidelined locales, but also to consider the
soil (so central to a rural environment) as a boundary site in and of itself, providing an earthy
skein between us and the biosphere below, as well as frequently finding itself at the heart of
contested territorial battles over where the lines of nation, genealogy, ownership, etc. get to be
drawn. None of these issues, I argue in the pages to come, are in any way divisible. In fact, Child
asks an extremely provocative question that informs my own work and its intersection with the
Jim Crow period: “Is segregation a consequence of modernity, or is U.S. modernity itself a
consequence of the logic of segregation?” For his part, Child suggests that state-sanctioned
apartheid “operates as a political manifestation of industrial impulses to identify, order, and rank
segments of a world that increasingly turns on vertiginous exercises in diffusion and mixture”
(13). This is an especially interesting definition to bring to bear on my suggestion that African
Americans used the byproducts of soil to gain entrance into the industrial economy, particularly
in the case of Booker T. Washington, who privileged an arts and crafts ethic, and Du Bois, who
pushed for an intellectual African American elite to lead the racial masses. Moreover, the
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“diffusion and mixture” that Child cites above may offer a creative way to link the variegated
soils and racial hues at play in these pages, as well as alluding to the way in which African
Americans who sought black modernity by crossing the color line through agricultural
economies muddied the boundaries of segregation through the very use of the industrial impulses
designed to keep them ordered and filed.
Similarly, Grace Hale’s work Making Whiteness: The Culture of Segregation in the South
covers a comparable periodization range (1890-1940) and provides useful food for thought. Hale
also argues that Jim Crow codes and American modernity were closely intertwined, but does so
from the perspective of how white individuals created their own senses of racialized self in the
era. “By the early twentieth century,” she suggests, “whites were constructing modern racial
identity […] an absolute division that dissolved any range of racially mixed subjectivities […] a
way to mediate the fragmentation of modernity and still enjoy its freedom” (8). In studying black
modernity, the identity formation I’m concerned with in this project is clearly the inverse of
Hale’s, although a key component to her argument is that whiteness still relies heavily on
blackness for definition. Like the diffusion and mixture cited by Child, Hale’s invocation of
“racially mixed subjectivities” is also further complicated by the mobility of the many industrial
products that soil begets and by the interracial relationships that are encouraged by the
agricultural economies that the African American figures I explore here pursue. Flipping Hale’s
equation to “making blackness,” we can clearly see the ultimate fragmentation of modernity at
work in the double consciousness of W. E. B. Du Bois, as just one example, yet soil also factors
in to this confusing fracture, as Du Bois struggles over whether to seek out a talented tenth or to
study the rural folk masses in order to get to the heart of the problem of the twentieth century. I
want to ask what it looks like for African Americans to mediate fragmented lives and still
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attempt to enjoy the freedom of black modernity by using the byproducts of soil to pursue the
good life through nourishment, education, marriage/relationships, domesticity, song, and so on,
as they conjure the American soil upon which they were forcibly placed and made to toil, into
something much more redemptive.
In his claim that “the rural may in part have possessed germinating modernizing
energies,” Child opens the door for my project’s claim that soil was the literal germinating
material that transformed into products that enabled the pursuit of black modernity (7). His sense
that the “vast reach of the agricultural South’s systems of labor and cultural capital” and “the
region’s participation in increasingly smooth networks of both national and transnational
exchange” (6) act as impetus for rural modernity to take on even greater material shape in this
project, as I follow the footsteps of soil-based industries and outputs and explore how they
helped shape better lives for African Americans in the period 1895-1950. In particular Child
suggests – qua Thomas Piketty – that one key way to modernize in the twentieth century was
“not to pursue newness but to address, and work to solve, the asymmetrical benefit distribution
of capitalist modernity” (204). I’m thus especially interested in how the African American
figures of my research used agriculture and land ownership as a way to draw attention to such
disproportionalities, as they sought entrance into the industrial as well as civic sphere.
As James Smethurst writes in The African American Roots of Modernism: From
Reconstruction to the Harlem Renaissance (2011):
It is hard not to be struck by the fact that, during the 1880s and 1890s in the United
States, Jim Crow segregation and the devices by which African Americans were
disenfranchised (e.g., literacy tests and poll taxes) arise, and receive the blessing of the
U.S. Supreme Court in Plessy v. Ferguson (1896) and Williams v. Mississippi (1898), at
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almost exactly the same time as the United States becomes the predominant industrial
power of the world and an international power with colonial possessions after the
securing of its North American territory. This era also marked the beginning of what
Walter Benjamin famously called the “age of mechanical reproduction” [… in which]
representations, re- creations, and reproductions of black voices, black bodies, and black
culture fueled the growth of many […] new mass culture industries. (6)
While Smethurst cites “the embryonic film industry,” William Randolph Hearst’s newspaper
“empire,” the pianola, and the camera as examples of these reproductions, I am much more
interested in the way in which soil’s material outputs spread the influence, culture, and creations
of African Americans during the same period about which Smethurst is writing, emphasizing a
kind of ecological reproduction at the center of black modernity. Though he does briefly mention
the recording industry and Tin Pan Alley’s music publication, for example, I argue for the central
position of the popular Fisk Jubilee Singers in globalizing the Southern humus-grounded
spirituals that vocalized manual labor during slavery. In the work of Booker T. Washington, I
show how Tuskegee bricks indexed the marks of their creator and illustrated their Alabamian
roots – while the individualized craftsmanship ethic of the school would appear to run counter to
Benjamin’s theory of mechanical reproduction, I read the material outputs of the school as
reproducing the black voices and agencies of the Institute’s graduates wherever (to this day) the
bricks are seen. Broadly speaking, then, what Smethurst’s analysis misses is a sense that
agricultural industries were still a huge part of modern culture, an integral part of the way in
which African Americans took part in the industrial economy that ran parallel with the period of
disenfranchisement happening at the same time. In fact, there is more of a dialogue between the
devices of segregation and African Americans’ use of agricultural industry to fuel their own
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growth, by creating products that would gain them entrance into the capitalist sphere, yet that
would also represent modern achievement and help to accomplish steady economic flow.
One text that does find close kinship with my own research is John Claborn’s Civil Rights
and the Environment in African American Literature 1895-1941, published in 2017. In this book
Claborn argues that “civil rights has always already been environmental,” suggesting the need to
frame black modernity within the matrix of soil (11). Claborn’s reading is deeply informed by
environmental justice theory, as he considers how the environment is a fundamental issue within
civil rights and “challenges the tendency to treat immediate and long-term ecological crisis as an
equal-opportunity force when, in fact, it is unequal in its wreck and ruin” (5). While On Southern
Soil also considers black responses to environmental problems such as soil erosion and the
exploitation of sharecropping, monocrop agriculture, and extraction industries, my material
interest in soil also extends to how the environment is used within the pursuit of civil rights and
the achievement of black modernity. Nonetheless, Claborn’s way of recontextualizing the roots
of a long Civil Rights Movement reaffirms the importance of bringing ecological readings to
bear on texts from the half-century that immediately precedes the activism of the 1950s and
1960s. In taking up this work, I go a step farther than Claborn, to explore how soil specifically
functioned in this tumultuous period as a tool for African Americans to claim their civic equality
and how it acted as a symbol for important rights of freedom.
This is an important contribution to highlight, since, although my work overlaps in part
with the historical context of the Great Depression, it is most concerned with the aftermath of
Reconstruction. In looking at black modernity in the twentieth century, I evaluate how African
Americans used the materiality of soil to take the political matter of citizenship into their own
hands, suggesting that many of the pushes for land and homeownership that we will see in the
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pages ahead were in direct response to the failure of the Bureau of Refugees, Freedmen, and
Abandoned Lands, and the revoked post-Civil War promises of “forty acres and a mule.” While
historians such as C. Vann Woodward and Kenneth M. Stampp studied the period in the 1950s
and 1960s, I am more interested in the current resurgence of scholarship about the era, for how it
might converse with my own interests in exploring the incubating forces of black modernity.
Eric Foner’s seminal Reconstruction: America’s Unfinished Revolution, 1863-1877 (1988) and
its recent follow-up The Second Founding: How the Civil War and Reconstruction Remade the
Constitution are both useful places to start (2019), as is Henry Louis Gates’s volume Stony the
Road: Reconstruction, White Supremacy, and the Rise of Jim Crow (2019). The latter book,
which accompanies Gates’s PBS series on the Reconstruction era, offers engaging reassessment
of what germinated the New Negro movement, as well as of the black intellectual tradition more
generally. Gregory P. Downs’ Declarations of Dependence: The Long Reconstruction of Popular
Politics in the South, 1861-1908 from 2011 proposes (as Booker T. Washington had also done)
that Reconstruction policies led to an abundance of individual claims for assistance that were
rooted in un-American dependency, which reinforces my claim here that African Americans felt
a need to take matter(s) into their own hands after seeing the government fail. Despite its
differing geographical purview, Heather Cox Richardson’s The Death of Reconstruction: Race,
Labor, and Politics in the Post-Civil War North, 1865-1901, published in 2001, ends with an
epilogue centered around the publication of Booker T. Washington’s Up From Slavery in 1901,
setting the stage for a post-Reconstruction era of national race leadership sited on Southern
ground. One final important work is undoubtedly Martha Jones’s Birthright Citizens: A History
of Race and Rights in Antebellum America (2018). While Jones’s study comes at the issue of
citizenship based on its legal definition in the United States Constitution, as opposed to the more
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literary theoretical/lived experiential version of black modernity’s GOOD LIFE I take from
Baker, her scholarship still demonstrates how African Americans and other minority groups were
attempting to assert their rights to equality before the Civil War. Much of the research cited
above works to re-evaluate the successes of Reconstruction and its aftermath that history
forgets—much as, closer to our own day, the political achievements of Barack Obama’s eightyear tenure in the White House have been so swiftly painted over by the resurgence of white
supremacy after the election of Donald Trump in November 2016.
The Path Ahead
In outlining the chapters to come, it’s also worth taking time to point out the differing terrains to
be traversed and the varied kinds of soils to be surveyed along the way. My study covers five
neighboring southeastern states – Alabama, Georgia, Tennessee, Florida, and Mississippi – with
their own distinctive pedological stories to tell, offering vivid evidence that, as Douglas Helms
puts it, “soils of the South are regionally diverse” (“Soil and Soil Conservation” 141).
We start in the so-called Black Belt of Alabama, named for its base-rich9 vertisols, types
of humus whose dark color comes from the high level of organic matter they contain. The
underlying geology of the Black Belt is the Selma Chalk formation, a type of sedimentary
limestone that formed during the Lower Tertiary Period when the area was covered with
coastlines and shallow gulf waters (see “Black Belt Region in Alabama”). Much like the
phosphate formed from prehistoric fossils in Florida, the skeletal remains that minute marine life
left behind make Selma chalk extremely fertile, allowing for cultivation of rice, wheat, and of
course, cotton. The agricultural abundance that this soil supported gave rise to the more
colloquial use of the term Black Belt to refer, as Booker T. Washington explained, to “the part of
9

Meaning strong in the nutrients needed for healthy soil.
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the South where the slaves were most profitable” and thus taken in the greatest numbers. Later
the label came to be applied “wholly in a political sense – that is, to designate the counties where
the black people outnumber the white,” making this unique soil type both ecologically and
racially significant (Up From Slavery, 52). Finally, vertisols are characterized by their high
sticky clay content, which proved a boon for the president of Tuskegee Institute, located in the
heart of the Black Belt in Macon County, Alabama, when he came to undertake the manufacture
of handmade bricks at the school, a process I explore in my first chapter, “Up Through the Soil:
Booker T. Washington and the Construction of African-American Citizens.”
Washington describes Tuskegee’s brickmaking process in Chapter X of Up From Slavery
as well as throughout Working with the Hands (1904). Molded using clay from within the
educational grounds, the blocks, I argue, function as direct transformations of the Alabama soil
surrounding the school that form a dialectic with the creation of civilized African American
student-citizens. I engage with Marx’s theories of use and exchange value to trace how the
Tuskegee bricks teach the Institute’s students the spiritual value of labor while materially
building the Tuskegee institution itself and building social relations in the local community
where the bricks were also marketed. Chapter One thus demonstrates how clay becomes an
economically viable agricultural product in the pursuit of the African American GOOD LIFE of
modernity. I deepen this reading by going on to examine how Tuskegee architect Robert R.
Taylor’s designs for the campus made generous use of Tuskegee bricks in their patterns, and how
his architecture courses encouraged students who were looking for traditional middle-class
educational pursuits in keeping with the classic uplift ideology of the time. This section also
discusses the agricultural scientist George Washington Carver, who worked at the school
promoting soil science and responsible farming techniques through both academic instruction
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and the annual Negro Farmers Conference held at Tuskegee. How, Chapter One asks, can soil
teach a newly emancipated people useful lessons that aid them in entering into the modern world,
and how do the material transformations of soil recorded by Washington’s texts turn into
economic and political value for African Americans?
While often viewed in direct contrast to Washington in terms of their leadership styles
and strategies for racial improvement, W. E. B. Du Bois also recognized the significance of soil
for African Americans in the early twentieth century South, as I examine in Chapter Two,
“‘From the Bottom Upward’: W. E. B. Du Bois and the Ascending Powers of Soil.” Yet when
Du Bois was preparing to highlight the “problem of the twentieth century,” the problem of the
color-line (The Souls of Black Folk 17), by turning to the “Black Belt” as a principal case in
point, he appears to have reverted to the more racially inflected definition of the term rather than
the agronomic one. In fact, soil from the Black Belt is so distinctive that evidence of one of the
ancient Alabamian shores that contributed to its abundance of fertilizing chalk is actually
geographically marked, forming a crescent shape across Mississippi and Alabama that can be
seen on a satellite map. Neither Alexandria, Tennessee, the rural village where as a young Fisk
graduate Du Bois cut his teeth on teaching, nor Dougherty County, Georgia, where he takes the
reader deep under the veil, is situated on the limestone arc of the unique Selma soil beds,
however. Instead, the soil we see in Tennessee is “in the hills,” “where the broad dark vale of the
Mississippi begins to roll and crumple to greet the Alleghanies” (46). Carving an agricultural life
out of a hillside is not an easy thing to do, as the soil is usually more rocky, and the gradient of
the land means water runs off quicker and good topsoil erodes faster; accordingly, the farmers
whom Du Bois encounters in Tennessee struggle against their soil conditions. Georgia
meanwhile, is marked for Du Bois by its distinguishing red soil, an ultisol “derived from
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metamorphic and igneous granites and granite gneisses” (Helms, “Soil and Southern History”
732). The evocative color of this earth is caused by iron oxide. When Du Bois first sees this
landscape on entering the state by train, the soil evokes centuries of history for him, and not just
in the sense that “the well developed red color is one indication that the soils are relatively old”
(“Georgia Red Clay” n.p.). Du Bois’s poetic representations of tenant farmers in Georgia and
Tennessee position African American folk traditions that arise out of southern soil – mediated by
labor – as artistic and historical foundations of the American nation.
Instead of focusing on the lofty ideals of an educated few from his Atlanta University
office, and as extolled in his essay on the “Talented Tenth,” Du Bois instead needed to descend
among the folk to get at the heart of what soil means to the black masses of the South. Chapter
Two thus explores the almost fairytale-like way in which Du Bois describes cotton country in
Souls, as he presents the forces of capitalism taking hold of agriculture and reviews the successes
and failures of farm laborers, metayers, and landholders – an unstable, sliding social scale which
he demarcates for the reader. The persistence of creative agency in establishing a positive
relationship with the land can be glimpsed on the farmsteads of Dougherty County, Georgia, in
signs of civilization such as flowers or fences. At the same time, Du Bois acknowledges that
having a stake in the soil that you till can be difficult if you do not own it outright. Such
disinvestment and disillusionment creates a vicious circle when whites assert the disadvantages
of “Negro freedom” by citing unproductive farms and unemployed workers, a position that
allows them to disavow their own responsibility for prior exploitation of the land resurfacing in
the worn-out earth (100). Indeed, Du Bois often makes a connection between exploitation of
African American farmers and mistreated soil, a relationship we see at work in much of the
extant criticism on race and the environment.
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Reading Du Bois’s rhetoric and reportage through the lens of soil reveals the way in
which his figures of speech are deeply steeped in the natural environment, aligning him more
closely with Booker T. Washington than scholars have previously recognized. Furthering this
thesis, I turn to the way in which Jubilee Hall – home to the eponymous singers of Fisk
University, the apotheosis for Du Bois of the soil-soaked folk culture that has arisen from the
South – is put forward by Du Bois as a chapel of melody built by the musical power of the choir,
whereas in reality the building was erected using student labor arrangements and construction
methods quite similar to those employed at Tuskegee. Proposing a soil-based reading of the
Sorrow Songs (founded in the agricultural labor of slavery), I suggest that by way of these tunes,
we can consider the physical construction of Jubilee Hall as a byproduct of the transformative
power of soil into both creative and economic value, underscoring a connection between art and
agriculture that has gone largely unnoticed as at work in Washington’s project at Tuskegee too.
Du Bois, I suggest, cannot avoid the inextricable connection between the culture of the mind and
the cultivation of land.
Layers of geological history are also present in the soil as we turn to Chapter Three,
“‘The Wet Dust of the Bones’: Zora Neale Hurston and the Fertility of Phosphoric Florida.”
Here, my focus is on the Bone Valley formation of Polk County, Florida, where, as in Alabama,
the bones of foraminifera – alive when the Florida peninsula still lay beneath a shallow sea –
built up to form a limestone sediment deposit that is unusually high in phosphate, a key element
in the production of fertilizer. Hurston explored Bone Valley firsthand in folklore-gathering
expeditions in 1927 and 1928, and she also writes about the phosphate industry in the WPA
Guide to Florida, published in 1939. While phosphate is not a soil-type per se, the rich
abundance of it in the region of Polk County, as well as its contribution to the state’s fertilizer
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industry, allows me to trace its material pathways through Hurston’s writings on Polk County
and her more well-known locus of Eatonville.
Chapter Three in turn demonstrates a relationship between the enrichment of soil and the
enrichment of African Americans seeking the good life during a time of desperate economic and
environmental crisis in America, the Great Depression.10 Using under-examined letters from
Hurston to Langston Hughes and Alain Locke that document her time in Mulberry, Florida (hub
of the state’s phosphate mining industry), as well as her work on the WPA Guide to Florida, this
chapter argues that it is time to focus our attention on the presence of this extractive industry in
Hurston’s canon – especially considering that the state was producing 79% of the nation’s
phosphate by 1910 and providing work to thousands (Melillo 6). In doing so, I attempt to
reposition the geography of Hurston scholarship away from its currently central loci of
Eatonville and the Everglades, and to refocus the lens on Polk County, heart of phosphate
country, to shed new light on the vital African American cultures that Hurston represented in
these lesser-examined places. A central text in this reoriented Hurston canon is her 1933 short
story “The Gilded Six Bits,” which tells the story of Joe Banks, a fertilizer factory worker, albeit
residing in Eatonville. Even here, however, well to the northeast of Polk County, a phosphate
ecology and economy extends its reach to fertilize the family and cultural life of Joe, his wife,
Missie May, and eventually their baby boy. Analyzing the yard and home of this couple allows
me to connect soil to domesticity, as Joe’s wages from the factory enable him to furnish the
couple’s homestead with small tokens of affection, as well as appearing to pollinate their
10

While soil erosion had been on the political radar for some time, it came to something of a head in the so-called
“dirty thirties.” In fact, Franklin D. Roosevelt gave a speech to the Committee on Patents in the House of
Representatives, from The White House on May 20, 1938 in which he announced that: “As a result of the studies
and tests of modern science it has come to be recognized that phosphorus is a necessary element in human, in animal
and in plant nutrition. The phosphorus content of our land, following generations of cultivation, has greatly
diminished. It needs replenishing. The necessity for wider use of phosphates and the conservation of our supplies of
phosphates for future generations is, therefore, a matter of great public concern. We cannot place our agriculture
upon a permanent basis unless we give it heed” (104).
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flourishing garden. The couple’s active participation in commercial culture through these little
gifts and trips to the ice cream parlor, as well as Joe’s contribution to modern economy through
the fertilizer industry, illustrate Hurston’s imaginative rendering of black modernity in 1933.
Moving on to her debut novel from 1934, Jonah’s Gourd Vine, I pick up on the evocative
use of a “Dry Bones” sermon by Reverend John Pearson to suggest that Hurston is making subtle
reference to the actual Bone Valley of southwest Florida in order to allegorize the themes of
fertility and vitality, as well as to offer economic and agricultural hope to a wider African
American community, though this story too is set in the Eatonville-Sanford locale. The chapter
then turns to the Bone Belt directly, examining Tour 2 of the WPA Guide, Hurston’s
ethnographic collection Mules and Men (1935), and her 1944 play Polk County, to assess the
portrayal of Mulberry, Florida as a phosphate center, particularly through one of its
representative citizens, Ella Wall. The changing reputation of Wall’s sexual vitality across the
two Hurston texts, alongside her characterization as a “used-to-be” in Polk County, begins to
suggest the declining culture of the phosphate boom in the heart of Bone Valley (313). To
contextualize this material, I draw on the labor history of the phosphate industry in Florida—the
work and living conditions it imposed on its workers and their households. This chapter thus
traces Hurston’s evolving attitudes toward the phosphate belt and its role in black futurity as they
develop from 1928, when she sent her missives to Locke and Hughes, to 1942, when she looked
back at her sociological adventures in her memoir Dust Tracks on a Road.
Chapter Four, “‘Native Soil’: Traversing the Racial Topography of William Faulkner’s
Yoknapatawpha,” takes a perhaps surprising turn by examining the work of a white author in the
1940s. Faulkner, however, whose life spanned the half-century at the heart of On Southern Soil,
functions as a plausible test case for exploring what black modernity looked like to the
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contemporaneous white literary imagination as the middle of the twentieth century drew near.
The chapter takes up the character of Lucas Beauchamp, an African American farmer present in
two consecutive Faulkner novels, Go Down, Moses (1942) and Intruder in the Dust (1948). As a
black relative of the plantation-owning McCaslin family in Faulkner’s fictional county of
Yoknapatawpha, Lucas has been denied his rightful patrilineal inheritance of land but is still
given permission to live on acreage allotted to him by the white heirs, offering intriguing insight
into his relationship both with the soil and with the legacy of plantation culture as he interacts
with his white second cousin and landlord, Roth Edmonds.
Feeling hemmed in by the strictures of farming, Lucas also produces moonshine – a
parallel agricultural economy to the exploitative plantation regime – and in chapter two of Go
Down, Moses, “The Fire and the Hearth,” he is forced to hide his still in a Native American
mound located at a creekside, a location that Faulkner endows with an enormous amount of
racial history in his sprawling Yoknapatawpha archive. The creekbed site invites an
environmental reading of how fertile alluvial bottomlands were racially contested in the South
after the Civil War. The discovery of a gold coin in the mound prompts Beauchamp to order a
divining machine to search for buried treasure across the plantation land, money that he believes
to have been buried by his white McCaslin forefathers. By forcing characters and readers alike to
traipse across this acreage in search of this legendary hoard, Faulkner, I argue, traverses varying
geographical and geological topographies in order to ask more probing questions about land
distribution and racial equality in the aftermath of slavery and to come to terms with his own
positionality as a white Southerner. Furthermore, in treading this path, Faulkner begins to ask
what avenues of modernity Emancipation might have opened up for the African American race,
and what roads remained closed under the strictures of Jim Crow. Finally, in stressing the
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profound meaning of marriage for Lucas and his wife Molly at the end of the story, Faulkner
promotes black marriage as an affirming kind of genealogy and provides a more positive image
of African American domesticity than most white writers of his time and place were presenting.
Geographically speaking, the actual Oxford, Lafayette County (a parallel of Faulkner’s
fictional terrain, which he named Jefferson, Yoknapatawpha) lies outside of the fertile
Mississippi Delta, in the north Mississippi hill country, and most of the county’s soils are of the
loessial type, sediments created by glaciation that blew into the region from the north as the
glaciers retreated. Still, rich alluvial soils are to be found “along the Tallahatchie and Yocona
Rivers, and practically all of the creeks and smaller streams” are “constantly receiving additional
deposits” when other streams overflow (Soil Survey of Lafayette County, 14-15). It’s on these
alluvial soils that the plantation chapters of Go Down, Moses are set. Intruder in the Dust,
meanwhile takes us on an even more varied soil survey, crossing the same historically resonant
creek from “The Fire and the Hearth” multiple times, exhuming the dirt from a freshly dug
grave, and comparing the differing geological properties of loamy riverbank sand, hazardous
creekside quicksand, and the poor sandy soils of the Yoknapatawpha pine-hill districts.
Faulkner, then, places the reader on intimate terms with a number of different terrains. But why?
I argue that in both of these narratives Faulkner employs the matrix of southern soil as a
means through which to interrogate racial injustices whose histories are embedded in Southern
earth. In Intruder in the Dust he sends Chick Mallison, his African American friend Aleck
Sander, the elderly white Miss Habersham, a lawyer, the sheriff, two African American convicts,
and three members of a hill-dwelling family to roam far and wide across the Yoknapatawpha
landscape in order to excavate the truth behind a murder for which Lucas has been framed,
jailed, and threatened with imminent lynching. Particularly in the case of Chick and his uncle,
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Gavin Stevens, this extended soil-based search also invites Yoknapatawpha whites, and
Faulkner’s readers, to recognize Beauchamp’s modern subjecthood while questioning their own
inadequate contributions to reparative racial justice in the South.
Like Du Bois then, Faulkner found the soil to be a useful archive for digging up untold
stories of the enslaved and their ancestors. Analyzing what goes into the soil and what comes out
(in a complex dance of autochthony and its reverse), digging up historical skeletons both literal
and figurative, and unearthing the buried secrets that Southern land so often keeps covered up,
Faulkner implants ideas of cultural debt and historical guilt into the physical geography and the
very soil profile of his fictional county. These texts thus pose questions about who has the right
to possess land and, in particular, the wealth associated with it. How then does racial difference
inflect competing claims to the physical or material treasures that soil creates or reveals? What
can going subterranean show us about environmental patrimony and exploitation of land, and
how might this sub-level excavation allow us to recuperate the historical voices of subjugated
laborers who have toiled so intimately upon it? In Faulkner’s case, digging more deeply into his
“little postage stamp of native soil” around Oxford, Mississippi (“The Art of Fiction” 57) opened
up a whole parcel of imaginary land on which to grapple with the white South’s response to the
African American pursuit of modernity and good living in the first half of the twentieth century.
Plowing On
For Monica White, “the intellectual traditions of black agriculture provide a framework that
emphasizes the connection between agriculture and freedom.” “This framework,” she states,
has value for urban farmers and gardeners today who are reconnecting with the soil as a
strategy of self-determination and self-sufficiency. These black intellectual traditions
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paved the way for current conversations about sustainable, organic, and local food, as
well as food security and food sovereignty. They challenge the idea that community
agriculture is something new and capture the radical components of the collective and the
cooperative strategies that communities use to rebuild themselves using food production
and distribution as strategies. (61)
Clearly then, the history of African American interaction with the soil is inspiring modern-day
pursuits of environmental self-determination and autonomy. The agentic aspiration for a goodlife of UNITED STATES BLACK MODERNISM based upon the soil lives on. Though the
agricultural forebears whom White initially cites are Booker T. Washington and George
Washington Carver, she quickly moves on to Fannie Lou Hamer’s Freedom Farm Cooperative
and the North Bolivar County [Mississippi] Farm Cooperative of the 1960s. Penniman’s earlier
reference to Hamer, as well as to Booker T. Whatley, whose work was largely concentrated in
the post-World War II era, makes much the same gesture toward figures located in the midcentury. On Southern Soil thus helps address the lacunae between Washington and Carver in the
1900s and the Civil Rights agricultural activists of the 1950s and 1960s noted by contemporary
African American environmental scholars. To capture the full depth of soil’s role in the quest for
black modernity, then, we must continue to sift through history and re-fertilize the neglected
intellectual traditions of the past.
While scholars are beginning to turn over this new earth, there clearly remains a lot of
work to be done to recuperate the reputation of, and relationship between, agriculture and
African Americans, and to connect this relationship to the pursuit of black modernity in the
twentieth-century Southern United States. The way Carolyn Finney sees it, “the legacy of human
experience on th[e] soil will always find a way to express itself” (138). If we really want to see
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the fullest picture of human experience, however, and in particular the experience of African
Americans seeking black modernity from 1895-1950, it is to the legacies of southern soils that
we must turn.
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CHAPTER ONE
“UP THROUGH THE SOIL”: BOOKER T. WASHINGTON AND THE MATERIAL
CONSTRUCTION OF AFRICAN AMERICAN CITIZENS
With cheap lands, a beautiful climate and a rich soil, we can lay the foundation of a great and
powerful race – Character Building (1902)
But it is well to remember that Tuskegee Institute stands for education as well as for training, for
men and women as well as for bricks and mortar. – Working with the Hands (1904)
My friends, there is an unexplainable influence about a black man’s living in a brick house that
you cannot understand. – “Mind and Matter” (1895)

“Though I was but little more than a youth during the period of Reconstruction,” Booker T.
Washington reflects in Chapter V of Up From Slavery, “I had the feeling that mistakes were
being made, and that things could not remain in the condition that they were in then very long.”11
The policy of Reconstruction, he continues, “so far as it related to my race, was in a large
measure on a false foundation, was artificial and forced” (42). Critiquing what he saw as a failure
to prepare African Americans for “the duties of citizenship,” Washington summarizes the two
desires most taking hold of a newly emancipated population during this era: “the craze for Greek
and Latin” and “a desire to hold office” (42, 40).12 Though Washington does acknowledge that
the “ambition to secure an education was most praiseworthy and encouraging,” what he found

11

Washington self-defines this period as “the years from 1867 to 1878” (40).
Admittedly, even Washington himself was almost swayed by this trend of civic employment, confessing that “the
temptations to enter political life were so alluring that I came very near yielding to them at one time, but I was kept
from doing so by the feeling that I would be helping in a more substantial way by assisting in the laying of the
foundation of the race through a generous education of the hand, head, and heart” (42).
12
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troubling was the pervasive idea among the freedpeople that “as soon as one secured a little
education, in some unexplainable way, he would be free from most of the hardships of the world
and at any rate could live without manual labour [sic]” (40).13 “The general political agitation” of
the time, Washington suggests, “drew the attention of our people away from the more
fundamental matters of perfecting themselves in the industries at their doors and in securing
property,” distracting African Americans from what was most important, as they spent the era
looking dependently toward the Federal government for promised help which never came (42).
Nearing the end of this period, Washington describes how he spent a brief sojourn in the nation’s
capital, at a seminary in Wayland, Washington D.C. Unlike Hampton Institute, Virginia, where
Washington received his undergraduate education, the students at this institution were not truly
building character, Washington felt, but rather “seemed to be less self-dependent. They seemed
to give more attention to mere outward appearances. In a word, they did not appear to me to be
beginning at the bottom, on a real, solid foundation, to the extent that they were at Hampton.”
“How many times I wished then,” Washington famously bemoans, “and have often wished since,
that by some power of magic I might remove the great bulk of these people into the country
districts and plant them upon the soil, upon the solid and never deceptive foundations of Mother
Nature,” a material and ontological ground where “all nations and races that have ever succeeded
have gotten their start – a start that at first may be slow and toilsome, but one that nevertheless is
real” (44-45, emphasis added). I begin with such lengthy exposition not just to situate the context
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So suspicious was Washington of this classical kind of education that he referred to the superiority complex it
gave people as “something bordering almost on the supernatural” (40). This is something that Ivan Grabovac
discusses at length in his article “Mumbo Jumbo: Booker T. Washington and the Environmental Humanities,”
proposing that Washington viewed books as “fetish objects,” which many African Americans believed could
“liberate them from bodily toil, particularly agricultural labor” (n.p.).
Much of Washington’s prose uses the British spelling for words, which I will maintain in citing him. As
Philip Kowalski suggests, this grammatical choice “subliminally signals his Anglicization for his white audience.
These subtle spelling variations,” Kowalski writes, “remind [Washington’s] white readers of his middle-class
membership” (182).
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of Washington’s racial uplift project, but because the opinions laid out in “The Reconstruction
Period” section of Up From Slavery encapsulate Washington’s broader concerns for the future of
his people, while also demonstrating the keenly agronomic rhetoric he employed to address the
pathway forward toward citizenship. In contradistinction to the “artificial and forced” basis of
Reconstruction politics then, Washington sought what I might call a real-construction of the race
– or as he terms it in My Larger Education (1911) “a policy not of destruction but of
construction” – genuine uplift grounded on a solid material foundation, specifically built from
the bottom up, via the distinctive soil of the Black Belt region (107).
As I view it, Washington betrayed an ongoing fascination with the real – in contrast to
the artificial – throughout his career, an authenticity that he clearly situated in the organic world.
“There is something about the smell of soil,” he proclaims in Working with the Hands, an odor of
geosmin14 that provides “a contact with a reality that gives one a strength and development that
can be gained in no other way"(64).15 Washington’s clear commitment to legitimacy based in the
earth is evidenced by a brief textual concordance for two of his most seminal texts. Up From
Slavery alone contains thirty-three instances of the word “real,” for example, while Working with
the Hands comes close at twenty-nine. The same exercise shows the high value of “contact” in
Washington’s prose – twenty-six mentions in Up From Slavery, seventeen in Working with the
Hands, and the word “touch” similarly with fourteen and twelve references, respectively.
14

Geosmin is the molecule that contributes to the earthy scent we experience after rain (petrichor), or as Simon
Cotton dubs it, “the smell of the countryside” (n.p.). It was first discovered in 1891.
15
Washington would make remarks like this throughout his life. In Up From Slavery for instance, he writes:
“Somehow I like, as often as possible, to touch nature, not something that is artificial or an imitation, but the real
thing. When I can leave my office in time so that I can spend thirty or forty minutes in spading the ground, in
planting seeds, in digging about the plants, I feel that I am coming into contact with something that is giving me
strength for the many duties and hard places that await me out in the big world” (121). He exhibited a similar
response with regards to book-learning too, demonstrating a keen attention to the connections between art,
education, and agriculture. In Working with the Hands, he describes how “when talking to a farmer, I feel that I am
talking with a real man and not an artificial one—one who can keep me in close touch with the real things. From a
simple, honest cultivator of the soil, I am sure of getting first-hand, original information” (162), while in Up From
Slavery he talks of his favorite literary genre as one that is steeped in reality: “The kind of reading that I have the
greatest fondness for is biography. I like to be sure that I am reading about a real man or a real thing” (120).
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Meanwhile, “material” gets ten uses in Up From Slavery but thirty-three in Working with the
Hands; likewise “object” receives sixteen and fifteen references, respectively. “Foundation”
comes in fairly close with fourteen and fifteen mentions across the texts. But by far the standout
linguistic repetitions, where this chapter is concerned, are the words “ground,” with a reasonable
thirty-two appearances in Up From Slavery, and an immense fifty-four in Working with the
Hands – and “soil,” which may only gain six references in Up From Slavery, but achieves a
sizeable forty-five in Working with the Hands, demonstrating that it remains one of
Washington’s key concerns, even if it might be named slightly differently in the earlier work. At
the same time, “brick” is present forty times in Up From Slavery and thirty-six in Working with
the Hands. These are the organic-textual materials we most need to examine when referencing
Washington’s pursuit of a solid foundation for racial uplift. In his tactile rendering of the
environment, then, Washington demonstrates how racial issues can be physically handled
through agriculture; his emphasis on “contact” in particular has an explicitly material basis that
reveals the extent to which soil-based objects contributed to the creation of African American
citizens at Tuskegee.
Teaching men and women newly emancipated from chattel slavery that their skills were
not only still necessary but above all valuable was always one of Washington’s greatest hurdles.
A common tool of domination for slave-masters was to focus on the perceived intellectual
inferiority of African Americans to justify their subjugation, so it is understandable that so many
got swept up in the “craze for Greek and Latin” post-Emancipation, as a way to negate this
claim.16 As Washington suggests, African Americans not only saw education as a means to better

16

Indeed as Washington recalls in Up From Slavery: “One of the saddest things I saw during the month of travel
which I have described [when visiting the country districts of Macon County] was a young man, who had attended
some high school, sitting in a one-room cabin, with grease on his clothing, filth all around him, and weeds in the
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their intellect, but also viewed classical academia in direct contrast to manual labor, and felt that
with education they would be liberated from menial work. It was therefore up to Washington to
re-humanize manual crafts, to “dignify all forms of hand labor and to make it attractive instead
of repulsive,” and thus to teach students of Tuskegee the nobility of work in a postReconstruction society that still desperately required skilled hands (Working with the Hands, i).17
To do this, Washington tried hard to show his pupils how to make natural material work for
them. “When you speak to the average person about labor,” he admitted in Character Building
(1902), “he seems to get the idea at once that you are opposed to his head being educated, that
you simply wish to put him to work.” However, Washington claimed, “anybody that knows
anything about industrial education, knows that it teaches a person just the opposite – how not to
work. It teaches him to make water work for him, – air, steam, all the forces of nature” (85).18 By
channeling the subject position of the industrial student, Washington emphasized labor relations
through agriculture as a way in which African Americans could reclaim power and literally build
black being by enlisting the ecologies of the natural world, while making such an enterprise
beautified and honorable.19

yard and garden, engaged in studying a French grammar” (58). This passage is often cited in the Washington/Du
Bois “debate” to bolster the idea that Washington was anti-intellectual.
17
Even the students who came to Tuskegee had various excuses as to why they disliked the agricultural/industrial
slant of the school, as Washington relates: “One was that most of the students wanted to get out of the country into a
town or a city, and the other that many of them said they were anxious to prepare themselves for some kind of
professional life, and that they therefore did not need the farm work. The most serious obstacle, however, was the
argument that since they and their parents for generations back had tilled the soil, they knew all there was to be
known about farming, and did not need to be taught any more about it while in school” (WWTH 39-40). Washington
thus had a number of pre-conceived notions to dispel, all while providing the students with a sense that in a postslavery world, their labor could now belong to themselves. He thus stressed the “vast difference between working
and being worked” (WWTH 16).
18
To me this also evokes Karl Marx’s astonishment in The Communist Manifesto at the “subjection of Nature’s
forces to man, machinery, application of chemistry to industry and agriculture, steam-navigation, railways, electric
telegraphs, clearing of whole continents for cultivation, canalisation of rivers, whole populations conjured out of the
ground – what earlier century had even a presentiment that such productive forces slumbered in the lap of social
labour?” (n.p.).
19
The complex nuances of the power dynamic between humans and the natural world – particularly when inflected
by race – have been examined by various critics such as James Cone in his book A Black Theology of Liberation
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Encouraging agricultural labor also allowed Washington to interact with “the duties of
citizenship” that he felt African Americans had been unprepared for during Reconstruction, by
positioning himself within the tradition of republican agrarianism, which stressed that proper
cultivation of land and ownership of property upon it were the most direct route to citizenry (see
Kimberly Smith for example), rather than – as many of Washington’s contemporaries asserted –
by gaining the political ballot alone. Washington’s desire for African Americans to perfect
themselves in local industries and his drive for them to acquire their own homes thus
demonstrated a keen understanding of how the – not altogether uncomplicated – heritage of
agriculture and farming might aid African Americans in pursuit of racial uplift. Finally, Smith
highlights an additional element of agricultural citizenship that to me most illuminates
Washington’s organically based ambition: the importance of enabling creative agency upon the
land once it is possessed. Being able to respond creatively to the natural world, Smith suggests,
“is critical to a community’s ability to form bonds of affection for and interest in the land,” “its
ability to accept and exercise responsibility for the land and to express its aesthetic and spiritual
ideals” (95). This in turn fed into the discourse of Victorian values of gentility through prevailing
ideas of craftsmanship and the figure of the artisan laborer. Indeed, it’s also my contention that
working with soil can be viewed under the rubric of creative expression, and that there is
something artistic in agricultural pursuits, particularly in the name of African American uplift.
Imbuing labor with aesthetic qualities may thus enable greater investment and better agricultural
practice on the land, demonstrating further fitness for citizenship. In this particular case,
Washington’s graduates and the Talented Tenth of W. E. B. Du Bois – who are so often pitted
against one another in accounts of African American intellectual history at the turn of the century

(1970), and more recently, by Christine Gerhardt in her article “The Greening of African-American Landscapes:
Where Ecocriticism Meets Post-Colonial Theory” (2002).
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– are not in fact so diametrically opposed. While Washington certainly claimed to prioritize
agricultural labor over classical education, as when he noted that “no race can prosper till it
learns that there is as much dignity in tilling a field as in writing a poem,” I suggest that there is
something intrinsically creative in the way that Washington used Tuskegee land to build up
African American citizens through agricultural education, and that therefore poetry writing and
field tilling, or more broadly intellectual and manual labor, should not be considered mutually
exclusive ventures in the construction of an African American citizenry (UFS 100).
Nowhere do I see these links demonstrated more vividly than in one of Tuskegee’s main
material product outputs: handmade bricks. Beginning with an exploration of the troubling
acquisition of Tuskegee land, then homing in specifically on the handmade blocks made using
clay from within the educational grounds, I examine in the pages ahead how the manufacture of
such bricks factors in to the creation of enfranchised African American student-citizens.
Engaging with Marx’s theories of use and exchange value, we will see how the bricks 1) taught
students the spiritual value of labor, 2) built the Tuskegee institution itself, 3) were sold in the
local community, and 4) traveled across the nation and the color line. This chapter thus examines
how the clay soil of Tuskegee became an economically viable agricultural product as well as an
ontological resource in the building of the African American people. Moreover, the unique
coloration of the soil in Macon County highlights the distinctive nature of Tuskegean bricks,
which helped make the soil of Tuskegee into remarkable matter within and for the wider society.
Under the influence of Jean Baudrillard’s System of Objects, I propose that the clay-fired bricks
made by Tuskegee students using local soil can be considered handmade craft objects imbued
with the signs of their (African American) creators. Simultaneously building materials and
artisanal objects, Tuskegee bricks thus functioned as creative expressions of the Southern
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environment, along the lines of the agentic natural art posited by Kimberly Smith.
Referencing the work of Tuskegee’s lead architect, Robert Robinson Taylor, and its
famous agriculture professor George Washington Carver enables me to deepen this artistic
reading, as I elaborate on the work of scholars such as Jackson Lears, Michael Bieze, and the
architectural historians Donald Armstrong and Ellen Weiss to demonstrate that Washington’s
Tuskegee project exhibits aspects of the popular Arts and Crafts aesthetic of the time, a
movement in which labor is deemed dignified and attractive as well as inherently useful,
traditional, rural, and handcrafted (qua the work of William Morris, John Ruskin, et al.),
allowing us to view African Americans in conversation with the appeals of this kind of middleclass version of agricultural gentility. Considering the tactile reach of these handmade products
as they were bought and sold across Alabama and even further afield, this chapter converses with
Patricia Yaeger’s assertion that Southern literature is “most itself” when it “examines
genealogies of labor” in order to investigate the kind of contact that Washington’s materials
made across the color line of Jim Crow South, and how their use in creating tangible business
relations and physical homesteads throughout the region showed white people just what modern
African Americans could achieve and be (12). While Washington does compare his brickmaking
venture to the struggles of the Israelites in making bricks without straw – an analogy I will
analyze in depth below – he much more strongly emphasizes that triumph in the face of adversity
is what has led to the overall success of Tuskegee, promoting the slow and steady growth of a
civilization up from – or, under a framework of autochthony, out of – the soil. Rather than fully
succumbing to the reputation of Southern soil as a traumatic space for African Americans or as
an exhausted, depleted agricultural resource, Washington repurposed, repatriated, and reused
Tuskegee land as a strategy for survival, an alternative to migratory practices and a rehabilitation
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of the failed promise of “forty acres and a mule” from the Freedmen’s Bureau.
Rising from the Dirt
“I have felt for a long while,” Washington reflects – with his usual (some might say rose-tinted)
optimism toward African American history – “that if I had not been a slave and lived on a slave
plantation, I never would have had the opportunity to learn nature, to love the soil,” drawing
attention to the long-complicated relationship between African Americans and the Southern
environment. “I have always been intensely fond of outdoor life,” he continues; “perhaps the
explanation for this lies partly in the fact that I was born nearly out of doors” (My Larger
Education 25). While exhibiting the kind of nostalgia that has led scholars such as Houston
Baker to read Washington as performing a stereotypical “happy slave” minstrel act for a white
reading audience, Washington’s recollection nonetheless shows that he felt a sense of intimacy
with the earth that began with his very nascence. Nowhere does this appear more in evidence
than with his recollections (this time in Up From Slavery) of being on – and indeed being part of
– the property of James Burroughs while growing up. “I was born in a typical log cabin,”
Washington remembers, which he assesses as “about fourteen by sixteen feet square” (7).20
“There was no wooden floor in our cabin,” he recalls, “the naked earth being used as a floor”
instead, keeping Washington extremely close to the ground – by force of necessity – as he and
his two siblings “had a pallet on the dirt floor, or, to be more correct, we slept in and on a bundle
of filthy rags laid upon the dirt floor” (8-9). “In the centre of the earthen floor,” he continues,
20

Some scholars such as Louis Harlan and Donald Gibson, suggest that Washington may have
romanticized/misremembered the context of this environment. Harlan, for example, states (a little erroneously) that
“[a]t the very outset of his narrative in Up From Slavery, Washington felt it necessary to incorporate the plantation
legend that had become fashionable in the late nineteenth century, which endowed every southerner with an
imaginary antebellum plantation, conveniently burned, of course, by General Sherman” (“History and Biography”
30). Gibson meanwhile focuses on the fact that as a small farmer, Burroughs probably had a much smaller property,
and fewer enslaved individuals, than Washington remembers. Whatever the truth, much of Washington’s memoir
remains important to an understanding of how the lived experience of slavery achieves representation.
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there was a large, deep opening covered with boards, which was used as a place in which
to store sweet potatoes during the winter. An impression of this potato-hole is very
distinctly engraved upon my memory, because I recall that during the process of putting
the potatoes in or taking them out I would often come into possession of one or two,
which I roasted and thoroughly enjoyed. (8)
Washington remembers this mental image so strongly by focusing on its positive side, recalling
what the ground could provide for him, and suggesting a way in which he tried to redeem the
otherwise extremely uncomfortable material suffering of slavery by taking pleasure in the root
vegetables that he could “come into possession” of. In this, he evokes the legal claim of usufruct,
an alternative right of property which would give Washington fair use of the potatoes, crops that
under slavery would – like Washington himself – be owned by Burroughs, but wouldn’t be
missed by the master who didn’t count them.21 In this way the soil gave Washington something
to call his own during a time when rights for African Americans were so very limited indeed.
Though the makeshift board between the cabin and the potato hole only further indicates the
rough conditions of enslaved living, it also points to a kind of eco-consciousness that began right
from Washington’s youth.
"Whether one points to the earthen kitchen floor he slept on as a slave boy or his squalid
Malden house, the stench and filth of the salt furnaces and coal mines, or his legendary night
under the sidewalk in Richmond” on his journey toward Hampton, Peter Coclanis proclaims,
“Booker was one with dirt" (89). Indeed, much of the extant criticism on Washington subscribes
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Walter Johnson relays the description of this sort of usage that Frederick Law Olmsted heard while traveling in
the South. This kind of “stealing,” he was told, was a “fixed point of the Negro system of ethics: that the great result
of labour belongs to the right of the labourer, and on this ground even the religious feel justified in using ‘massa’s’
property for their own temporal benefit. This they term ‘taking,’ and it is never admitted to be a reproach to a man
among them that he is charged with it, though ‘stealing,’ or taking from another than their master, and particularly
from one another, is so” (quoted in Johnson 213).
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to some version of reading his work through the lens of dirt – Coclanis’ catchy title is “What
Made Booker Wash (ington)?” – but rather than seeing this oneness with the earth as something
vitalizing or positive, this scholarship emphasizes the pejorative theme of contaminating
soiledness rather than more productive soiliness. Performing his own content analysis of Up
From Slavery, Coclanis focuses on the “twenty-two references to cleaning and cleanliness, eight
to dirt, eight to sweeping, seven to washing, five to soiled persons or property, five to laundering,
four to filth and on and on” to make his claim that Washington’s “personal fixation” with
keeping things clean directly relates to the issue of the “disease environment of the late
nineteenth-century South” and that therefore Washington was conversing with contemporary
discourse on miasma/germ theory (81, 90). While Coclanis does suggest that under the guiding
influence of Viola Ruffner and General Armstrong “dirt was gradually transformed into a vehicle
for personal redemption” for Washington, he emphasizes Washington’s conformity to Victorian
values of hygiene and purity rather than approaching soil as a matrix of black being that
physically transforms into creatively expressive object lessons for the African American
community (89).
Along similar lines, Houston Baker argued in 2001 that because Washington exhibited
such concern toward maintaining cleanliness – as a result in part of his traumatic time at the coal
mine, and as evidenced by such assertions as “even to this day I never see bits of paper scattered
around a house or in the street that I do not want to pick them up at once” (25) – and because he
confesses to extreme anxiety about public speaking throughout Up From Slavery, it is possible to
diagnose Washington under the DSM-IV as having some kind of obsessive-compulsive disorder.
“[H]is scientific clean-up project,” Baker determines, “was a matter of anxious sweeping,
mending, disinfecting, containment of ‘the beast’” – a racially coded pursuit of bodily purity that

46

Baker reads in psychoanalytic terms as trying to best both symbolic and actual Great White
Fathers (57). Such readings subscribe to the common pollutive reading of dirt as matter out of
place first voiced in Mary Douglas’ work Purity and Danger, but they contribute little to an
understanding of the complexities of soil for Washington as a vehicle for racial uplift at the start
of the twentieth century.22 One scholar who does at least attempt to counteract this tradition is
Philip Kowalski, who – while still operating via a dirty lens – suggests a more reparative reading
for Washington’s interest in humus, in which the Tuskegee president “transforms dirt from filth
and rags into the bounty and richness of the Black Belt” (182). Directly referencing what he calls
Washington’s “fondness for ‘the potato hole’” cited above, Kowalski invokes Mary Douglas by
suggesting that this farinaceous familiarity “initially intimates that dirt in its proper sphere – out
of the house and in the earth – can benefit blacks considerably when tilled for agriculture” (182).
Indeed, in Working with the Hands, Washington credits the work he performed in tending
Mrs. Ruffner’s garden with showing him the value of work that his hands could do:
When I saw and realised that all this [manicured turf] was a creation of my own hands,
my whole nature began to change. I felt a self-respect, an encouragement, and a
satisfaction that I had never before enjoyed or thought possible. Above all else, I had
acquired a new confidence in my ability actually to do things and to do them well. And
more than this, I found myself, through this experience, getting rid of the idea which had
gradually become a part of me, that the head meant everything and the hands little in
working endeavour, and that only to labour with the mind was honourable while to toil
with the hands was unworthy and even disgraceful. With this vital growth of realisation
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Other elements of what I would call the “dirt” readings of Washington look at how the Tuskegee leader focused
on object lessons through the bath, the dinner table, and in particular, the toothbrush – Washington’s “instrument of
civilization” as Kowalski dubs it, arguing that, for Washington, “a dirty desire for immediate equality will not issue
from a clean mouth” (193).
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there came the warm and hearty commendation of the good woman who had given me
what I now consider my first chance to get in touch with the real things of life. (9)
Washington’s tactile description of the finished garden as “a creation of my own hands” evokes
the discourses of Christian stewardship and divine creation that Kimberly Smith references as
key elements of democratic agrarianism, as well as evoking the sense that labor transforms the
laborer as well as the world around him (see Smith 43). Washington thus positions gardening as
an important achievement, an African American creative response to the environment that allows
those who “begin at the bottom” to “keep rising until [they reach] the highest round of success”
(UFS 23).
Reminding us of the malleable lumps of clay that would transform into the bricks of
Tuskegee once fired in the pit, Washington recalls being “on fire constantly with [his] ambition .
. . to go to Hampton” (24). On first arriving at the campus, he was overtaken by its materiality:
“the first sight of the large, three-story brick school building seemed to have rewarded me for all
that I had undergone in order to reach the place” (28). It may be thanks in part to those bricks
that in Up From Slavery it’s Hampton that gets primary credit for Washington’s interest in
industrial training as a way to enrich one’s life: “At Hampton I not only learned that it was not a
disgrace to labour, but learned to love labour, not alone for its financial value, but for labour’s
own sake and for the independence and self-reliance which the ability to do something which the
world wants done brings” (38). In the space of a single sentence Washington theorizes labor à la
Marx, drawing attention to its ontological use-value (in fostering independence, self-reliance)
and its economic and social exchange-value (as something the world wants done). Furthermore,
the labor regime at Hampton was heavily steeped in knowledge of – and intimacy with – the
earth. There, as Norrell explains, “The study of plant and animal science instilled in Booker a
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faith in scientific reason, the ability of the human mind to observe, understand, and use the
natural world to its own constructive purposes,” while “the most extensive, vocational study
covered the various aspects of scientific agriculture – crop rotation and diversity, soil
conservation and drainage, and animal husbandry,” a curriculum that would deeply inform the
agricultural education offered at Tuskegee (34-35).
Planting Them on the Soil
Addressing the growing trend toward Northern migration among African Americans after
emancipation, Washington declared in 1884 that “in spite of all talk of exodus, the Negro’s home
is permanently in the South,” framing this permanence as a form of resistance and resilience
(quoted in John White, 28).23 As Kimberly Smith explains, a “‘back to the land’ or, more
precisely, ‘stay on the land’ theme in black politics continued after the [Civil] war; settlement of
blacks in agrarian communities seemed to many the most promising path to their economic and
political development” (78). Moreover, since one of the key tenets of democratic agrarianism
was that agricultural labor earned one the right to possess land, then “surely the slaves who did
the bulk of agricultural labor in the South had the best claim to it. And if agricultural labor
produced the virtues one desired in republican citizens, slaves should have a good claim to that
as well” (58). Indeed, the idea that their labor under enslavement provided freedpersons a
reparative right to land ownership and a stake in the Southern economy informs the now
infamous “cast down your buckets” section of Washington’s Atlanta Exposition address of 1895.
With this particular framework in mind, examining the physical history of Tuskegee Institute
sheds more light on how the material creation and construction of a school in the midst of
23

The explicit reference to (E)xodus here, one of many we will see Washington employ in his writings, suggests
Washington’s belief that the South itself could become the Promised Land for African Americans, making migration
to the North misguided.
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Alabama’s Black Belt demonstrated Washington’s commitment to building a life for African
Americans on the soil of the Southern states. In particular, Washington’s reclamation of former
plantation ground converses with the troubled environmental history of Southern soil, staking a
claim for repatriated African American land while designing a space imbued with the creative
agency of dignified black labor and self-possession.
As Alan Schroeder recounts, the day after arriving in Tuskegee, Alabama, Washington
sent “a cheery postcard to his friends at Hampton: ‘The place has a healthy and pleasant location
– high and hilly. Think I shall like it’” (43). Evoking both the Sermon on the Mount (“a city that
is set on a hill cannot be hid”) and John Winthrop’s use of the image during the Puritan
settlement of Massachusetts in 1630, Washington points by implication to Tuskegee’s potential
as a site upon which to found the newly emancipated race. Perhaps this helps account for
Washington’s explicit resolution “that no one should have the feeling that [Tuskegee] was a
foreign institution, dropped down in the midst of the people” (UFS 64). A more immediate
problem presented itself, however: the Alabama State Legislature’s $2000 appropriation to
establish the school was to be used exclusively for staff salaries, leaving the new principal with
no material facility at which to teach. As he recalled, again citing scripture to introduce one of
Up from Slavery’s most potent conceits, “There was no provision for securing land, buildings or
apparatus. The task before me did not seem a very encouraging one. It seemed much like making
bricks without straw” (53). What he did discover at Tuskegee, however, was “that which no
costly building and apparatus can supply - hundreds of hungry, earnest souls who wanted to
secure knowledge” (52). The text thus links the raw architectural material needed to build a
school and the raw spiritual and pedagogical material needed to populate it.

50

After three months of teaching in the “most suitable place” he could immediately find – a
“dilapidated shanty” and a poorly maintained Black Methodist church with a leaking roof –
“there came into the market for sale an old and abandoned plantation which was situated about a
mile from the town” (UFS 53, 61).24 The price asked for the land was “very little, only five
hundred dollars,” only around $50 per acre, but this was in part because, as Kenrick Ian
Grandison explains, “the site’s heavy, clay-rich soils […] were severely eroded,” marking
Tuskegee as “a place thrown away by white men – a waste place spent by years of cotton
cultivation, destroyed by war, and abandoned by the ‘barons’ who now deemed it unfit for their
kind” (345, 347). Grandison finds this typical of how “financial privation, the result of racial
antipathy,” limited African Americans in the postbellum South “to the least expensive and most
marginal land available” (346). John Claborn, however, offers another way to look at the ruined
plantation—as an opportunity: “cultivating ‘waste places’ may be construed as a proenvironmentalist statement insofar as it shows a form of reparative engagement with nutrient
depleted soil” (39). In undertaking to reclaim and reinvigorate an area exhausted by white planter
barons and then discarded, Washington seems to have viewed the site this way.
Many scholars, however, still view the acquisition of this particular acreage as an
acquiescence to the hegemonic racial order of the South, a way to reassure white citizens that
African Americans did not intend to reach too far in seeking equality. Donald Spivey, for
example, argues that Tuskegee intended to come across as a non-threatening neo-plantation site
that replicated the slavery system through its emphasis on black agricultural labor, while
Grandison notes that Washington’s campus was laid out so as to hide the liberal educational
buildings and push the agricultural departments closer to public view, as a way to assuage local
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By contrast, far fewer scholars call attention to the fact that Hampton too “sat on land that was once a plantation
called Little Scotland” (Smock 40).
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white anxieties. For Baker in particular, Washington’s eager assent to these “abandoned lands”
was an unforgivable gesture, “retrograde and imperialist,” complicit in an “immobilizing
suspension of black-South body rights” in the early twentieth century (80, 64, 95). Buying up the
old plantation, Baker argues, distastefully echoed the inefficiency of the post-Civil War
Freedmen’s Bureau that so optimistically promised to provide the proverbial forty acres and a
mule to freed black citizens by recouping “the former estates and properties of those whites who
took readily to the cause of the Confederacy.” “Such provisions,” Baker opines, “never became
reality” (80). Yet I would contend that Washington knew only too well that he could not depend
on the state to support this new population of free men and women, and that it would therefore
fall upon African Americans themselves to reclaim and repurpose vacant land to build up the
race, and to engage openly with the genealogy of their agricultural labor. Claborn, for example,
concurs that Washington had more than “an acute awareness of Tuskegee as a former plantation,
as a historical-environmental space layered with decades and even centuries of ad hoc practices
and economies” (40).25 “As the Washingtonian program attempts to alter, resist, and reconstruct
the order of the plantation zone,” he continues, “it repeats with a difference, a hidden African
American history of resistance,” signifying – as Henry Louis Gates Jr. would put it – on the sign
of the plantation, and bringing African American endurance to the center rather than the margins
(42).
In his 2019 article “Black Women’s Geographies and the Afterlives of the Sugar
Plantation,” Jarvis McInnis also asks “whether one can indeed imbue geographies of domination
25

“Read through the lenses of new materialism and the eco-unconscious,” Claborn argues, “the environment affects
Washington’s writings and those writings in turn have real material effects: the environment mediates the text just as
the text mediates our perception of the environment. The Tuskegee Institute is an exemplary case of the reciprocal
impact of representation and reality, of writing on the page and ‘writing’ the environment by working with the
hands” (29). Claborn also situates Washington’s project within a specific Virgilian genre of agriculture – “the
georgic mode,” which he suggests “differs from the pastoral in its emphasis on laboring the land, whether that labor
is given a pessimistic or redemptive framing” (36-37). These definitions have been extremely helpful in parsing out
the traditions of environmental thought and practice that African American writers were in conversation with.
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with new meanings and indexical possibilities” and wonders how we should “contend with the
plantation’s material and economic legacies.” “Can they be a place of recovery, resuturing,
reconciliation?” he wonders (744). In the case of Tuskegee, I would argue that Washington’s
recuperation of plantation land certainly provided the opportunity for bringing new significance
to this traumatic space in educating African American students, while the brickmaking scheme of
the school offered new (black-led, soil-based) material and economic legacies to counter the
exploitative plantation regimes of the past, as well as an opportunity to reconcile race-relations in
the county. In addition to this, the land was physically resutured by the reparative soil ecology
work undertaken by George Washington Carver, which we will go on to explore later in this
chapter. One final advantage in this potential for reinscription of such lands is that the former
“mansion house” upon the site had later burned down, as if purging the plantation lands of
traditional antebellum architecture and its proslavery visual ideology (UFS 61). In this regard,
Washington and his students had clear ground to move forward on, so to speak. Even more
greatly in fact, considering the fertilizing powers of ash, the soil that Tuskegee inherited may
have been further nourished by the blaze that swept away architectural evidence of the enslaver’s
Big House. Thus, “after making a careful examination of this place,” Washington concluded that
“it seemed to be just the location that we wanted in order to make our work effective and
permanent” (61). It is to this material permanence that we now turn.
Making Bricks Without Straw
To plant a stable foundation for Tuskegee, and to ensure the solidity of an institution committed
to uplifting the race, Washington knew that it would be important to maintain control and
independence over the educational project. As I’ve argued, Washington was rightfully distrustful
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of the state for its failure to provide adequate support for African Americans during
Reconstruction; Harlan relates that to avoid the state of Alabama having substantial rights of
intervention over the school – as was the case with the state of Virginia’s relationship to
Hampton – the money to support Tuskegee had to come from non-governmental sources.26
Indeed, when Washington purchased the contentious plantation land for Tuskegee, he
deliberately ensured that the acreage was deeded to the school and not to Alabama since the
state’s initial, though very meager, support of the project might have enabled it to “make some
future claim on lnstitute property” that would demean African American independence and
possession of land (Norrell, 52). While Washington is still well known for his relations with
white philanthropists such as John D. Rockefeller and Andrew Carnegie, his first fundraising
plan for Tuskegee was actually to do as many others in the region had done in trying to make
their wealth: “raise cotton as a cash crop” – another seemingly problematic choice which
demonstrated that the restrictive influence of this particular monoculture still persisted in the
region (Harlan, Black Leader 124). As Washington was soon to discover, however, one of the
features he had most extolled about the location of Tuskegee (that high hill) was to be the
downfall of this plan: “the land proved to be too hilly and the soil too sandy to produce highquality cotton,” Alan Schroeder reveals. “Wisely,” he continues, “the students decided to
concentrate their efforts on planting vegetables instead. Before long, a large and healthy garden
was thriving on campus” (48).27 Such agricultural products were good for subsistence living but

26

In Up From Slavery, Washington was happy to report that, “all of our property is free from mortgage, and is
deeded to an undenominational board of trustees who have the control of the institution,” demonstrating how
important he felt the economically and religiously independent ownership of land to be in the pursuit of African
American uplift, and how little he wished government intervention to play a part in the work of Tuskegee (143).
27
It’s interesting that in pursuing this project Washington was going against his own better judgment. The “one
object” of African Americans in the Alabama country districts, he regretfully surmises in Up From Slavery, “seemed
to be to plant nothing but cotton; and in many cases cotton was planted up to the very door of the cabin,” at the
expense of even growing food to survive (54). Critiquing the common importation of food that could have been
grown locally, Washington decries that “[t]he people seemed to have no other idea than to live on this fat meat and
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didn’t offer much in the way of income generation. Washington needed another idea. As Ellen
Weiss beautifully puts it,
Washington began Tuskegee’s brick industry after deciding that cotton, his first notion
for a cash crop, would do poorly in the school’s hilly grounds with depleted soils. There
were no brickmakers in the neighborhood so students could conjure up the stuff of their
own shelter and sell it to others. The poetic resonance of self construction out of the
people’s very earth appealed to donors and suggested the recipients’ worth. (26)
While Weiss’ reading of Washington “deciding” not to plant cotton betrays the anthropocentric
sense that Washington had a choice over what the soil could do, it also demonstrates the residual
environmental violence left behind by previous eras of exploitative monoculture farming;
Washington couldn’t raise cotton on Tuskegee because the land was exhausted from the many
other generations (pre-Emancipation) who had, betraying the environmental past of the
exploitative plantation regime. Hence, the alternative use of the Tuskegee clay in making
bricks—a strategy evocatively rendered by Weiss as a form that emphasizes the genesis of the
bricks out of the “very earth.” The students thereby took the soil of Macon County and made it
poetic, remarkable, distinct, reinfusing it with economic, aesthetic, and ontological value.
Furthermore, they constructed their own living spaces.
The way Harlan sees it, “when Washington dreamed of his school as a ‘city upon a hill’
with the eyes of all upon it, the dream took the permanent form of brick buildings rather than
serviceable wooden structures such as Porter Hall,” Tuskegee’s first real building, erected by the

corn bread—the meat, and the meal of which the bread was made, having been bought at a high price at a store in
town, notwithstanding the fact that the land all about the cabin homes could easily have been made to produce
nearly every kind of garden vegetable that is raised anywhere in the country” (54).
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students (Black Leader 142).28 While Washington was undoubtedly influenced by Hampton in
this decision, since Tuskegee – like many other industrial schools – maintained student-run
brickyards, it is also clear that Washington wished to stress, and ensure, the permanence of
Tuskegee Institute by switching from wood to brick.29 The bricks that physically built Tuskegee
Institute also symbolized the racial uplift that Washington considered so important. They may
have symbolized uplift on a more personal level as well, once we recall the material environment
of Washington’s own birth “in a typical log cabin” (UFS 7). Forthrightly, he confesses in Up
From Slavery:
From the very beginning, at Tuskegee, I was determined to have the students do not only
the agricultural and domestic work, but to have them erect their own buildings. […] [T]he
majority of our students came to us in poverty, from the cabins of the cotton, sugar, and
rice plantations of the South. […] [W]hile I knew it would please the students very much
to place them at once in finely constructed buildings, I felt that it would be following out
a more natural process of development to teach them how to construct their own
buildings. (UFS 69)
This endeavor would thus provide a double education for Tuskegee students: first in building the
academic halls, and then in learning and living within them, while also paralleling Washington’s
own gradual rise from the log cabin of his childhood to the red brick mansion, “The Oaks,” that
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“Lovely only in the eyes of its builders,” Harlan declares, “Porter Hall was a big barn, but it was also the biggest
building in town, an outward and visible sign of Yankee philanthropy and black achievement,” showing that from
the first, Washington was determined to make racial uplift materially remarkable (Black Leader 138). Bricks were
inherently more demonstrative of wealth and time in this period too, as Dale DeBerry has observed of the brick
buildings of the planter class, since burning bricks in a kiln actually consumes triple the amount of wood that
building a wooden house would have (personal interview).
29
Weiss gestures toward another reason why bricks might have been a preferable building material when she
records the words of a Connecticut donor who asked Washington if “wood serves in our climate, why not in yours.”
“No one mentioned the possibility of arson,” Weiss writes, intimating through her very negation one concern that
may actually have been part of Washington’s thinking (31).
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he inhabited on the Tuskegee campus from 1900 on.30
Washington, however, was misguided in his belief that student brick-making would be
“very simple.” Instead, he “soon found out by bitter experience that it required special skill and
knowledge” (70).31 Even though “the northern part of Macon County was rich in kaolin, and a
clay bank on the campus had once been used for brick” (Harlan, Black Leader 142), Washington
and his students had to experiment with “several locations before we opened up a pit that
furnished brick clay” (UFS 70).32 Once these clay stores had been mined, it was time for the raw
material to be tempered, a process in which agents such as sand or grit are added to the clay, then
thoroughly mixed.33 As Donald Armstrong describes: “Tempering breaks down the size of the
clay particles, bringing the clay mass to the appropriate plasticity for molding,” adding that “the
earliest tempering at the school occurred by treading,” which is exactly what it sounds like—
Tuskegee brickmaking students would bind the clay with their feet, kneading until it was the
desired strength in consistency—becoming physically intimate with the soil as they transformed
it into building material and themselves into manufacturer material (“Brick Making and
Production of Place” 29). Getting down and dirty in this way was not what many students had
30

Students also provided the bricks and building labor for The Oaks.
Donald Armstrong suggests that this kind of masonry may have been known by some African Americans already,
owing to the history of enslavement: “It is conceivable that some of the African-born slaves already had brick
making skills,” he writes, describing how “slave artisans worked across the South, including antebellum Alabama,”
“engaging in brick making” as they built grand homes for their masters and dwellings for themselves. “Some of
these slaves,” Armstrong ventures, “may have passed on their brick making knowledge to their descendants who, as
faculty or hired laborers, may have transmitted their knowledge to the Tuskegee students” (“Brick Making and
Production of Place” 27). Likewise, Richard Dozier argues that the “skills of African slaves . . . help to trace the
evolution and transfer of skills and building ‘styles’ in America” (5). He suggests that the slave who “brought the
skills of ironworking, woodcarving, use of materials (mud, stone, wood, iron) as his only baggage to the ‘New
World’ would in fact, motivate and create in his application of these skills and use of materials. Therefore, in a
broad sense, he could be classified ‘architect’” (6). As we will see, Robert R. Taylor, the architect of much of
Tuskegee, nicely illustrates Dozier’s theory.
32
A 1904 soil survey conducted for Macon County provides evidence of this composition.
33
In order to start any kind of brickmaking scheme in the first place, it was vital to have a clay source close to hand,
since quarrying/transporting such material from a long distance away would not be feasible. This part of the process
was also conducted in-house at Tuskegee, demonstrating the co-operation among trades at the school: “The project
sets in motion, first, the wagons to be used in removing the excavated material. The young men in the wheelwright,
blacksmithing, and harness-making rooms see their work tested, for they have made and equipped all the heavy farm
wagons needed for this hauling” (Washington, WWTH 72).
31
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imagined for their education at Tuskegee however, and “when it came to brickmaking,”
Washington recalls, “their distaste for manual labor in connection with book education became
especially manifest.” Echoing the typical account of soil/clay as contaminating dirt, Washington
agrees that “it was not a pleasant task for one to stand in the mud-pit for hours, with the mud up
to his knees. More than one man became disgusted and left the school” (UFS 70). Countering the
scholarship on Washington’s obsession with cleanliness, though, former Tuskegee student Anson
Phelps Stokes remembered how “even Mr. Washington went down and worked in the bricks
whenever we had bad luck,” showing that Washington had no qualms about mucking among the
rest of his students (Stokes cited in Armstrong, “Brick Making” 28).34
Once tempered the bricks were molded by hand, usually by “flinging a clump of clay into
the chamber of a wooden mold” and shaping the mixture smoothly into the frame (Armstrong,
“Brick Making” 29). In fact, the first brick molds used for the project were donated to the school
by Robert Varner, Tuskegee Institute’s closest white neighbor, a man who had formerly operated
a brickyard in town.35 After plenty of time to dry, the last major step in finishing the bricks was
to create a kiln in which to fire them. Chiming nicely with Washington’s belief that the bricks
could be self-perpetuating resources of racial construction, the clamp kilns used in the late
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries were formed by stacking the very bricks themselves and
then lighting fires in various small openings to bake them. This procedure “typically took from 6
to 15 days,” as the temperature of the kiln was increased from moderate to maximum to ensure
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Interestingly enough, the word “humiliate” is etymologically linked to the Latin “humus” because of how low
down it makes a person feel.
35
It would be interesting to discover why Varner decided to go out of business as a brickmaker, particularly since
one of Washington’s main contentions was always that brickmaking would be successful in Tuskegee because there
wasn’t a brickyard there when he arrived. Was Varner affected by the economic downturn in Tuskegee following
the Civil War, for example? There’s certainly more work to be done in reconstructing the life and work of this
individual.
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effective firing (Armstrong, “Brick Making” 31). Not all brick firing was guaranteed to be
effective, however, as Washington recalls:
After a good deal of effort, we moulded about twenty-five thousand bricks, and put them
into a kiln to be burned. This kiln turned out to be a failure because it was not properly
constructed or properly burned. We began at once, however, on a second kiln. This, for
some reason, also proved a failure. The failure of this kiln made it still more difficult to
get the students to take any part in the work. Several of the teachers, however, who had
been trained in the industries at Hampton, volunteered their services, and in some way we
succeeded in getting a third kiln ready for burning. The burning of a kiln required about a
week. Toward the latter part of the week, when it seemed as if we were going to have a
good many thousand bricks in a few hours, in the middle of the night the kiln fell. For the
third time we had failed.
The failure of this last kiln left me without a single dollar with which to make
another experiment. Most of the teachers advised the abandoning of the effort to make
bricks. (UFS 70-71)
In the first kiln firing described here, it’s clear that both the architecture of the kiln itself and the
careful maintenance of temperature needed during the process were important factors in this
initial failure. They may even have exploded, which, according to brick artisan Dale DeBerry,
can occur if the bricks still contain too much moisture upon going into the kiln (personal
interview). Alternatively, they may not have been tempered strongly enough or compacted with
enough tightness while in the molds, causing them to lose structure and cave in on the kiln, as in
the third failure Washington recounts. Either way, as Harlan explains, bricks that failed to burn
properly would have “returned to their native state of mud and low-grade adobe” (Black Leader
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144). Just as with many of the other trials at Tuskegee, these difficulties left the students and
faculty demoralized and ready to give up, but Washington, as ever, continued to plough on.
Finally, on a desperate fourth attempt, the student brickmakers were successful, enabling
Washington to report to General Marshall at Hampton that the first kiln contained “about 70,000
brick [sic],” which were then used to begin construction on Alabama Hall, ushering in another
skill set of industrial trade for student laborers, the art of bricklaying, all through a provocatively
named building that evokes the extent to which African Americans were instrumental in building
up the state itself (Harlan, Black Leader 145).36
Looking back on this whole process, Washington imbues the labor with deliberate racial
significance. “I had always sympathized with the ‘Children of Israel,’ in their task of ‘making
bricks without straw,’” he says, “but ours was the task of making bricks with no money and no
experience” (70). Here, Washington refers to the Biblical story of Exodus, where Moses’ request
to Pharaoh—“Let my people go”—is met with greater punishment upon the already enslaved
Israelites, who must now not only make bricks for the Egyptian king but also “gather straw for
themselves” (Exodus 5:1-7).37 This scriptural gesture operates on a number of levels when read
in the context of Tuskegee. Primarily, Washington acknowledges the oppressive atmosphere
under which he and his students labored, as Pharaonic white Southerners waited for the school to
36

Bricklaying also requires a great deal of technical knowledge in order to get the right sequence for bonding, as
well as mixing the right chemical composition for your mortar. It’s a little odd to me, therefore, that Washington
doesn’t mention any problems with this part of the project, particularly as the patterns involved in brickmaking
strike me as an especially creative part of the process, and yet again show that the process puts mechanical skill and
artistic choices hand in hand.
37
The chapter heading for this section of Up From Slavery, “A Harder Task than making Bricks without Straw,”
similarly evokes the Israelite tale. In using the phrase, Washington may also have been referencing Albion W.
Tourgée’s 1880 novel “Bricks Without Straw,” which, like Washington himself, examined the failure of the
Reconstruction state to provide the resources needed for postbellum Southerners (and particularly African
Americans) to rebuild their lives. David Jackson proposes another reference that Washington surely had in mind: the
popular spiritual “Go Down Moses,” in which “a message of struggle, hope and liberation arises.” “When blacks
sung [sic] the song they thought of themselves, not the Israelites,” Jackson argues, positing that, “during the Jim
Crow era, ‘Pharaoh’ meant white politicians, white policemen, white women, white lawyers, white judges, white
businessmen, and white Southerners in general” (46). On a similar note, Harlan’s chapter on Washington’s arrival at
Tuskegee is titled “Way Down in Egypt Land.”
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fail for lack of the very resources they were unwilling to provide. Though they struggled with
trial and toil initially, however, their eventual success in making usable bricks provided students
of Tuskegee with the moral lesson of persistence—just as the Biblical narrative of Israelite
liberation from Egypt signified hope for the future of a once-enslaved race. Tuskegee’s bricks,
though, were unlike those of the Israelites for one particularly material uplifting reason; whereas
the Hebrews struggled to fulfill the labor demands of building a city for Ramses II and his
Egyptian followers, the bricks made by Washington and his students were first and foremost
designed to build Tuskegee itself, a campus and institution dedicated to their own advancement
and liberation.38 With the help of Tuskegee bricks, in other words, black people were finally able
to build spaces for themselves. Little wonder, then, that Andrew Carnegie would go on to
describe Washington as a “modern Moses” for his race, leading a nation of oppressed people out
of bondage by reclaiming and reshaping the foundational materials denied to them by the white
oppressor (qtd. Smock, 107).39
Not only would these brick buildings belong to the students themselves, they would also
appropriately fit in to the environment around them, consonant with the notion expressed by
Arts and Crafts architects like Gustav Stickley, who wrote, “A house that is built of brick where
brick can be had reasonably will from the beginning belong to the landscape” (Stickley quoted in

38

David Falk suggests that the Hebrews were making large storage depots out of mud bricks in order to store large
quantities of food that would be later sacrificed to the Egyptian gods, further subjugating the Jewish people by
making them labor in service to deities other than Yahweh (n.p.)
39
Comparisons to Moses followed Washington throughout his life and in subsequent scholarship. Robert Norrell,
for example, calls Washington “the king of a captive people” (437), while Harlan recalls, “in his early childhood
Washington’s favorite part of the Bible was the story of Moses leading the children of Israel out of the house of
bondage, through the wilderness, and into the promised land. He had first heard that story from his mother when
they were both slaves. ‘I learned in slavery to compare the condition of the Negro with that of the Jews in bondage
in Egypt,’ he wrote in 1911, ‘so I have frequently, since freedom, been compelled to compare the prejudice, even
persecution which the Jewish people have had to face and overcome in different parts of the world, with the
disadvantages of the Negro in the United States and elsewhere’” (“Discovery of Jews” 158-159). Describing Mr.
Varner’s gift of molds, brick barrows, etc., to Tuskegee during the tribulations of brickmaking, Harlan even writes
that “[i]t was as though Pharaoh had relented and given straw to the Israelites” (Black Leader 143).
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Armstrong, “Brick Making” 28). The result, adds Armstrong—an architectural historian from
Tuskegee—“is humanistic architecture, which engages its natural context” (“Brick Making” 26).
Since the student brickmakers were amateurs, Armstrong adds, the clay they tempered may also
have been “unevenly mixed,” “contributing to the bricks' rustic appearance” (“Brick Making”
29). Neither the bricks, nor the students that Tuskegee Institute turned out were standardized,
then; Washington wanted to produce individuality, but a uniqueness that bore the material mark
of Tuskegee’s influence, whether that be in the pedagogy that its graduates spread, or in the
coloration of the brick used in a building the next state over. To fully appreciate the Tuskegee
bricks, Armstrong claims, we need to step “outside the modernist aesthetics for building
construction and building materials, which privilege exactness, homogeneity of surface and
form, and consistency” (“Bricolage” n.p.). While I would still situate Tuskegee Institute as an
establishment designed to equip African Americans for modernity, the fact that Tuskegee bricks
are “protogeometrical” suggests that bricklaying can be considered a kind of pre-modern art,
while their “inexact and inconsistent” masonry and color schemes demonstrate the work of the
individual, in contrast to the mass-produced object so disdained by John Ruskin, Karl Marx, and
other period commentators (“Bricolage” n.p.). To illustrate this artisanal distinctiveness,
Armstrong points out that Tuskegee bricks “evoke a sense of place by reflecting the character of
regional soils and minerals. […] Aggregates of local stone are exposed in the surface of some
blocks. The hand of the block-maker is impressed in each block, and the strike marks and dents
add character,” thus demonstrating how the sign of the laborer comes to inhabit the material and
add personality to each building while also calling attention to the locative properties of
recognizable Tuskegee soil and its chemical makeup. “In all of these cases,” Armstrong
continues, “the brick serves both a tectonic and aesthetic purpose—the combined effect of the
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rich, native heterogeneity of the block faces, the artful pattern of block and brick and the
carefully struck mortar joints between the courses blurs the line between utility and art,” echoing
William Morris’ Arts and Crafts dictum that people should “have nothing in [their] houses that
[they] do not know to be useful, or believe to be beautiful,” or in this case, both (Armstrong,
“Low Cash Cost House” 104-105; Morris 53).40
Michael Bieze, another student of Arts and Crafts principles, argues (across multiple
monographs) that Washington sought petit bourgeois Victorian values for his people, by
“espous[ing] a restrained high taste that showed modesty in the Arts and Crafts tradition of
simplicity steeped in the handcrafted aesthetics of John Ruskin.” As Bieze demonstrates, many
educational thinkers of the period, including African Americans, embraced Ruskin’s theories as a
way to unite “art, labor, and morality” in their work. Tuskegee, for example, “includes [Ruskin]
in course selections during the 1890s,” perhaps because of the disdain that Arts and Crafts
proponents expressed for mass production and factory culture, which they deemed responsible
for “elimination of the worker from participating in the creative process” (Bieze, Self
Representation 9, 90, 87). Instead, Arts and Crafts “emphasized the hand crafted, functional,
simple, communal efforts of the working class” (87), in accordance with what Washington was
trying to achieve through the Tuskegee brickmaking project. This aesthetic, Bieze continues,
“civilized the worker,” placing manual labor within a genteel pastoral tradition, as well as
demonstrating that the African American handworker could be properly citizenized (87).
40

Providing more detail, Armstrong describes: “Two existing buildings, the Foundry, built in 1889, and Thrasher
Hall, built in 1893, contain bricks from the early period. These reddish-brown bricks range from light to dark in
value. The dimensions of the bricks vary, being 6-8” long, 3 ¼ ”- 4” wide and 1 ¾ "-2 ¾” high. The bricks’ shapes
are irregular and have both regular and irregular edges, including some with depressed edges, possibly created when
the clay was hand-pressed into the mold. The bricks’ faces contain creases, pits and occasional “kiss” marks—light
and dark bands caused by the kiln brick stacking, and their texture is sandy, indicating the use of sand to dust molds.
The bricks’ surfaces are mottled with discolorations and burn spots caused by coke or other organic inclusions in the
clay. The distinctive character of the Tuskegee bricks becomes apparent when they are compared with other bricks
made at that time, such as those used at the Agricultural and Mechanical College of Alabama, part of today's Auburn
University campus” (“Brick Making” 32).

63

Furthermore, since, as Jackson Lears states, “craft revivalists envisioned rural life as a path to
moral regeneration,” staying in the South as Washington advocated offered a most appropriate
route to racial uplift (75).
It is Washington’s vivid sense of the embodiment of labor, however, that most
demonstrates the transformative capabilities of soil into something aesthetically, ontologically,
and economically uplifting. Washington encouraged Tuskegee students to fully inhabit their
labor, especially where the bricks were concerned. “We can succeed,” he wrote, “only in
proportion as the student who makes the mortar, who lays the bricks, puts his whole conscience
into that work, and does it just as thoroughly as it is possible for him to do it” (Character
Building 24). If each Tuskegee brick is thereby imbued with the “whole conscience” of the
African American who helped create it, then it provides testimony to that individual’s life and
their handicraft, a history of racial uplift contained within the material of the brick.41As Jean
Baudrillard theorizes in The System of Objects, in the case of handicraft “we are fascinated by
what has been created, and is therefore unique, because the moment of creation cannot be
reproduced” (81).42 In their perceptible markings then, the bricks of Tuskegee literally reproduce
the labor time and effort of the Institute’s black students in object form. Baudrillard continues,
“the search for the traces of creation from the actual impression of the hand to the signature, is
also a search for a line of descent” (81). Speaking of the work of enslaved individuals who made

41

As Joseph McGill of the Slave Dwelling Project explained during a recent sleepover at Rowan Oak, the William
Faulkner residence in Oxford, Mississippi, such historical imprints can be found when laborers removed drying
bricks from the mold but had to use some force to extract them while the other side was still wet. McGill makes it
his mission to find these signs in brick structures across the nation. When he does, he describes it as a “reaching out”
from the past (personal interview).
42
Tim Armstrong frames the technology of Washington’s project in similar terms, arguing that “Washington’s
writings offer a phenomenonology of making, an analysis of what tools and objects are in their interaction with the
human. A stool is three rough pieces of board before it is made into something; bricks in piles are what might make
a house.” Washington, Armstrong argues, “aims to make the students inhabit the labor” (83). “The tool becomes the
instrumentum vocale, speaking of its own making in the hands of its maker. In this manner, Washington’s thought
includes a sense of the way in which the instrumentality of the tool might figure black agency in general” (84).
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and laid bricks in Holly Springs, Mississippi, for example, Dale DeBerry described how slaves
scrawled their initials and other markings into the bricks or mortar before putting them into the
structure as a way to immortalize themselves, in what he called “vocational artistic expression,”
“hidden art” that the enslaved would sneak in to say “you been here” (personal interview). In the
case of Tuskegee, the bricks thus create an almost familial link to Washington and the Institute,
while also expressing the creativity and individuality of black agents producing a hidden history
of material resistance for themselves. Finally, as Thorstein Veblen relates in Theory of the
Leisure Class:
Hand labor is a more wasteful method of production; hence the goods turned out by this
method are more serviceable for the purpose of pecuniary reputability; hence the marks
of hand labor come to be honorific, and the goods which exhibit these marks take rank as
of higher grade than the corresponding machine product […] The appreciation of those
evidences of honorific crudeness to which hand-wrought goods owe their superior worth
and charm in the eyes of well-bred people is a matter of nice discrimination. (n.p.)
Veblen and Washington were period contemporaries, so the commentary offered above provides
an indication of how materiality and handicraft were viewed at this particular time. As we will
see on turning to the economics of selling Tuskegee bricks, this sense of “pecuniary reputability”
is exactly what Washington was aiming for in all the commodities that his school produced, with
the particular intent of showing the white consumer that African Americans demanded respect,
respect that in turn could be earned through producing financially worthwhile exports. The
notion that “well-bred people” would also see superior worth and charm in the “honorific
crudeness” of products wrought by hand offers a final gloss on the class dimensions of Arts and
Crafts aesthetics, dimensions that took on additional racial inflections in the Jim Crow U.S..
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Indeed, multiple anecdotes recounted by Washington attest to the “honorific” value of
Tuskegee handicraft, starting with the students themselves. Washington urged them to “make
new students know that this property is yours, and that every building here is yours,” instilling
the belief that the uplifted African American was embodied in the built environment itself, which
would thereby showcase the race to all who saw it (Character Building 25). “From the first,” he
writes in Up From Slavery, “I have sought to impress the students with the idea that Tuskegee is
not my institution, or that of the officers, but that it is their institution, and that they have as
much interest in it as any of the trustees or instructors,” since they were the ones who physically
helped first to build and then to maintain it (79). When an incoming freshman has “been led into
the temptation of marring the looks of some building by leadpencil marks or by the cuts of a
jack-knife,” Washington recalls, “I have heard an old student remind him: ‘Don’t do that. That is
our building. I helped put it up’” (UFS 70). Harlan adds that “[a] common sight at reunions of
ex-students in later years was a student caressing or patting a wall and saying that he had made
or laid the brick,” demonstrating a lasting sense of sensual contact with Tuskegee’s built
environment (Black Leader 144).
The relationship between user and maker was of key importance to the brick industry that
Tuskegee began, a dynamic between power and possession that would have extremely
provocative connotations in the Jim Crow South. As Washington explains, “We needed [bricks]
for use in connection with the erection of our own buildings,” but “there was also another reason
for establishing this industry. There was no brickyard in the town, and in addition to our own
needs there was a demand for bricks in the general market” (UFS 70). Tuskegee could thereby
forge a place for itself in local trade. As Donald Armstrong notes, “the school […] placed an ad
in the Tuskegee News offering bricks for sale,” and by 1900, “[t]he operation was […] making a
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profit” (“Production of Place” 31). Indeed, brickmaking became one of Tuskegee’s most
successful ventures, with the result that Washington could claim in 1901 that “last season our
students manufactured twelve hundred thousand of first-class bricks, of a quality suitable to be
sold in any market” (UFS 71). This marketability not only brought much-needed money back to
the Institute but also taught Washington the most “important lesson in regard to the relations of
the two races in the South,” an experience that he frames in a particularly tactile and material
way that is worth quoting at length:
Many white people who had had no contact with the school and perhaps no sympathy
with it, came to us to buy bricks because they found out that ours were good bricks. They
discovered that we were supplying a real want in the community. The making of these
bricks caused many of the white residents of the neighbourhood to begin to feel that the
education of the Negro was not making him worthless, but that in educating our students
we were adding something to the wealth and comfort of the community. As the people of
the neighbourhood came to us to buy bricks, we got acquainted with them; they traded
with us and we with them. Our business interests became intermingled. We had
something that they wanted and they had something that we wanted. This, in a large
measure, helped to lay the foundation for the pleasant relations that have continued to
exist between us and the white people in that section, and which now extend throughout
the South.
Wherever one of our brickmakers has gone in the South, we find that he has
something to contribute to the well-being of the community into which he has gone;
something that he has made the community feel that, in a degree, it is indebted to him,
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and perhaps, to a certain extent, dependent upon him. In this way pleasant relations
between the races have been stimulated. (71)
Here Washington also brings a moral element to bear on Marxist principles, viewing an object’s
exchange value not only in terms of mercantile gain but also in pedagogical and social terms; the
greatest profit is what the student and customer learn through their material interaction, lessons
that strengthen both Southern race relations and the African American race. For Washington,
products of the soil like bricks are not only commercially viable but are also exemplary and
cautionary teaching tools. Through the exchange process, white members of the community not
only found themselves in close “contact” with the school but found their “business interests” to
be “intermingled” with it. With this racially charged term, Washington emphasizes how
Tuskegee bricks constructed social relations that brought blacks and whites into greater
acquaintance, even intimacy, with one another across the color line. While “Mr. Ed Varner,” the
white neighbor who had first lent Tuskegee his brick molds, “was at first the chief taker” of the
school’s surplus bricks, “soon merchants on the town square began to plan brick stores, until the
courthouse eventually was surrounded by brick structures,” emphasizing the steadily increasing
influence of African American craftsmanship on the town and not just the institution of Tuskegee
(Harlan, Black Leader 145).43 That a (white) community nucleus like the courthouse would be
“surrounded” by buildings built from Tuskegee bricks shows the influence of black modernity in
the exponential growth of this county seat, reminding us that structures in the South were so
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Grandison notes, however, the tensions arising out of this relationship: “By 1900 the considerable surplus of these
products was being sold on the local market. This upset the same local merchants who in the early days were
enthusiastic about the payroll the school brought to the declining town” (354). “Underneath the smooth business
relations,” Harlan agrees, “were jealousy and fear, bred anew whenever the school’s industrial shops sold a wagon
or a load of brick, whenever the campus orchard’s surplus peaches went to market in town” (Wizard 166). Carla
Willard supposes that this envy may have been due in part to the Institute’s demonstrable material superiority to the
built environment around it: “the Institute undermined white supremacy in the South,” she suggests, “in part by its
professional fashioning of men and women whose buildings and grounds outshone the peeling paint and disrepair of
the old plantation mansions near the school” (648).
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often already the material results of black labor. Not only that, but this architectural symbol of
surveillance and discipline (key technologies of power in the plantation regime) now found itself
enclosed by the material creations of African Americans entering the capitalist sphere, inverting
the spatial relations and racial power dynamics that were originally in place when the town was
thriving in the Civil War and Tuskegee Institute was still its original plantation ground.
Nowhere, then, does Yaeger’s account of how “the vestiges of labor power that have
accumulated” in Southern objects provide a way for us to consider the region’s complicated past
(along with its perhaps more positive future) seem more heavily in evidence than in the bricks of
Tuskegee and their movement across the Southern landscape (98). Interrogating the multi-racial
influence of Washington’s bricks requires us to ask difficult questions about race, one of which
is deftly posed by Yaeger: “what happens when an object owned by one culture crosses over—is
split, shared, appropriated, or handled by another culture?” (33). In the case of the Tuskegee
brick, one thing that happens is that, wherever in the region it may travel, among whites as well
as African Americans, it materially “indexes the racial conditions of the post-reconstruction
South. It bears traces of the past and tells the story of the Tuskegee Institute’s role in overcoming
economic injustice against black Americans” (D. Armstrong, “Politics of Bricolage” n.p.).
Former Tuskegee, Alabama mayor Lucenia Wiliams Dunn offers evidence of this far-reaching
cultural work in her account of an astonishing encounter with the Institute’s stone in Prince
George’s County, Maryland. “As I was riding down the street,” Dunn recalls, “I saw this house
that looked familiar to me. I recognized right away that it was Tuskegee brick. […] [T]he
woman I was with couldn’t believe I knew that, but it’s a very distinct kind of building, and I
grew up with it; I know that brick” (quoted in Carroll 36-7). Dunn was right; the owner of the
home in question had been educated at Tuskegee and returned to Maryland to build a house for
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his family with the skills—and the bricks—of the institution, perhaps as part of (third president
of Tuskegee Institute) Frederick D. Patterson’s “Low-Cash-Cost-House” outreach project (see D.
Armstrong, “Politics of Bricolage”).44 This is just the kind of anecdote that Washington would
have loved, believing, as he did, that Tuskegee bricks were the real material diploma of the
Institute. Writing in Working with the Hands, he explained:
The brick-mason and plasterer has one hundred and eighteen lessons in the fundamental
principles of the trade, he is taught how to make estimates on different kinds of work, he
has a course in architectural drawing, and he does research work in trade journals. So
much for theory, but his diploma of efficient mastery of his trade is built into the walls of
the Tuskegee buildings. They show whether he has learned to be a brick-mason, or
whether he has merely learned things about brick-masonry. (73)45
Again, Washington emphasizes the importance of the practical hands-on lesson in demonstrating
whether a student has really learned a skill or not. In this way, the bricks materialize the one
hundred and eighteen lessons into masonry, into “the walls of Tuskegee buildings.” Further than
that, they exhibit a Tuskegee industrial education to the world, as illustrated by the Maryland
44

This program and the techniques associated with it, Donald Armstrong argues, “provide a model for how to create
a culturally responsive design based on a symbiotic relationship between sustainability and place.” “The descendants
of the original Low Cash-Cost house owners,” he continues, “attest to the enduring legacy of these houses which
was to break the cycle of poverty by using a culturally responsive, sustainable, approach to housing” (“Politics of
Bricolage” n.p.). Incidentally, Armstrong adds, “the blocks made by hand on site [for this and other projects] were
produced using little or no fossil fuel energy for manufacturing or transport. The blocks embody only the energy
used to make the Portland cement they contain and the energy employed by cement mixers when used. The blocks
contain sand and gravel that was hand quarried, eliminating the use of' mechanical digging equipment which is
energy consuming and polluting,” thus demonstrating some of the more eco-friendly elements of Washington’s
work (ibid).
45
Washington once again invoked authenticity in framing an argument about the psychological and moral benefits
of this course of instruction. Acknowledging that amateur builders might not create structures as professionally as
external tradesman, he writes, “in following this method something may be lost of the accuracy and finish which
could be obtained if a course in manual training preceded the industrial course, but the fact that the student is taught
the principles of house-building in building a real house, and not a play house, gives him a self-reliance and
confidence in his ability to make a living, that manual training alone could not give” (WWTH 61). As Grandison
explains, Tuskegee was growing all the time, thanks largely to its student builders: “From its three original utility
buildings the school by 1900 had grown to forty six buildings, many of which, due to Washington’s special
penchant for brick structures, were the finest in Macon County” (354). But Washington’s words above remind
readers that not just bricks and buildings, and not just place, but selves were under construction at Tuskegee.
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story, providing students with a practical skill set that would enable them to build their own
homes and establish a semblance of the good life, making use of their material soil-steeped
diplomas time and time again.
Earth-Sprung Architecture
For Donald Armstrong, “the unwrought Tuskegee bricks” are above all the rough work of
amateur educated craftspeople, “enlightened student-artisans who handworked indigenous raw
materials into construction materials, not architects per se, but designers of a more subtle order,
designers of an architectural language” that “has spoken to generations of students, faculty and
visitors at Booker T. Washington's school” (“Brick Making” 34). At the same time, however, we
should not ignore the fact that Tuskegee Institute did have both architects (in the professional
sense of the word) and a strong architectural drawing department, led most notably by Robert
Robinson Taylor.46
Taylor was certainly used to rocky racial ground, having been born in Wilmington, North
Carolina in 1868.47 His father Henry was the son of a white slave owner and an enslaved black
mother, a common genealogy for that time, which granted Henry “enough freedom before the
Civil War to go into business for himself” first as a carpenter/constructor of cargo ships and later
as a builder who according to his family “worked on the Bellamy Mansion Museum [in
Wilmington] and other antebellum buildings” (“MIT Black History” n.p.). After graduating high
school, Robert Taylor assisted in his father’s business, where he undoubtedly picked up some of
the skills that he would later transfer to Tuskegee, before deciding to formalize his industrial
46

As Richard Dozier notes, “the very word ‘architect’ is Greek in origin and was used to denote ‘master builder or
carpenter’; and records indicate that it was more likely to be a Black man, free or enslaved, that would be the
‘master builder’ in the early years of this country” (8).
47
While Taylor’s birth predates the famous race riot in 1898, the Tuskegee architect would periodically revisit
Wilmington throughout his life.
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education. Both father and son set their sights on Massachusetts Institute of Technology for
Robert’s pursuit of technical training. At the time, MIT offered the “first architecture program in
the world” (ibid). Bucking several traditions, Taylor entered MIT in the class of 1892, as one of
only a small cohort of Southern students and, more significantly, as the first African American
student admitted to the university. His senior thesis was an architectural plan for a building to
house convalescent Civil War veterans, still a major political problem at the time. Always eager
to scout new talent for his Tuskegee project, Washington recognized Taylor’s burgeoning skill
and the two met a number of times during Taylor’s course of study at MIT. Even before
graduation, Washington had offered Taylor a job at the Institute, perhaps because “the emphasis
placed at MIT on applied, practical aspects of science and engineering was more in line with the
Tuskegee mission than, say, the focus on a classical, liberal arts education at Harvard” (“MIT
Black History” n.p.). Within about a year of graduating, Taylor began his career at Tuskegee as a
designer/architect and industrial drawing professor, and also as a sometime supervisor of the
brickmaking project; the first building Taylor and the students erected together was Science Hall
(later renamed Thrasher). “As Black institutions strived for racial solidarity,” Richard Dozier
writes, “they provided what had eluded the Black architect—an institutional paying client. Thus,
the stage was set for the entrance of the Black craftsman and master builder as ‘practicing
professional architects’” (9). Through his support of an African American architect, then,
Washington demonstrated how art and soil could interact on the Tuskegee campus, further
integrating intellectual and industrial education and stressing the way in which African
Americans could creatively respond to the Southern land. According to Weiss, this greatly
benefited the cause for racial uplift since architecture was viewed in a more respectable academic
and social light than, say, woodwork or even brickmaking and could therefore “help blacks

72

advance into higher berths of society,” to reach the sort of middle-class professional and
domestic lives that Washington hoped for so many of them (x). Indeed, it was what former
Tuskegee president Frederick D. Patterson called Taylor’s “blending of art and science” that
helped designate Tuskegee campus as the National Historic Site it is today, confirming its
historical, material, and cultural importance (Patterson cited in “MIT Black History” n.p.).
As Carla Willard explains, Taylor was most influenced by the MIT professors with
degrees from the Ecole des Beaux Arts in Paris, who encouraged an “aesthetic taste and training”
that produced a “style steeped in the Greco-Roman structures of ‘monumental architecture’ then
in vogue.” Taylor’s designs for Tuskegee, she argues, “played with the massive walled space,
sharp angles, porticoes, and ornate cornices of monumentalism” (648).48 While it is certainly true
that Taylor (and many other postbellum architects) still looked to the classical for inspiration in
their designs, Taylor’s work also demonstrates his clear respect for what Tuskegee bricks offered
the architectural imagination. As Weiss evocatively describes, “the rough textures and varied
coloration of the student-made, student-laid bricks turn prosaic walls into mottled planes of
considerable sensuousness.” “With shapes echoing the earthen ridges on which they sit,” she
continues, “the buildings are generously spaced across green lawns that skim a pale red soil,
keying into the nature that is all around them” (xix). Reminding us of the high location of
Tuskegee valued by Washington on his arrival, Weiss describes how the campus is “an
accumulation of separately funded structures set on the crests and plateaus of steeply sided,
irregularly shaped hills. Visual coherence comes from the richly textured institute brick and
48

For Willard however, “it was no fluke that the building facades near the public street were industrial. Instead of
the Greco-Roman domes and porticoes, the low barrack structures of the saw mill, blacksmith shop, and foundry
packed closely along Montgomery Road, erecting a ‘wall’ of industrialism for passers-by and downscaling the
interior elegance inside” (648). This echoes Grandison’s account of Tuskegee’s layout as inflected by the threat of
“antiblack terrorism,” to suggest that Washington privileged an industrial aesthetic for the external inspection while
favoring more classically designed buildings within the campus proper (366). In my view, however, Washington
cannily combined an environment that appeared to privilege manual labor but showcased artistic properties at its
core.
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Taylor’s sensitive scale and inventive massing,” demonstrating that Taylor’s architectural knowhow combined his artistic skill with the aesthetic and cultural work performed by the manually
wrought brick blocks of the Tuskegee yard to produce an architectural vocabulary of uplift (xx).
Taylor even capitalized on the different colorations of bricks that the clay mixtures/furnace blasts
could randomly create, as Weiss explains:
Varied colors coming from different firings spatter the walls of [Tuskegee’s] historic
structures—ochres, siennas, deep reds, russets, and shiny purples. Robert R. Taylor wrote
that the colors—“light cherry” to “dark brown” and “dark purple” depending on the
burning—mixed in the eye to make a “harmonious and characteristic color” for each
wall’s “strong and rough surface.” The mottling and pitting that holds the hues brings
tactility to flat wall planes that set off the engaging textures that remind the viewer of the
Tuskegee ideal of self construction. (28)
With her specificity of color naming here, Weiss drives home the artistic potential of Tuskegee
soil and the divergent shades that could be achieved after firing of the bricks, as well as drawing
attention to the tactility that Washington considered so important. Once again we read of the
buildings and bricks as agents in the achievement of African American “self construction.”
Thus, Taylor’s buildings demonstrate his particular artistic environmental response to the
surrounding Alabama landscape, while also creating “an institutional presence by giving a sense
of place and ownership for African Americans who had too little of everything” (Weiss cited in
MIT Black History n.p.).49

49

Weiss describes her monograph, Robert R. Taylor and Tuskegee: An African-American Architect Designs for
Booker T. Washington, as “Tuskegee’s story told in terms of campus development, industrial and architectural
education, and the role of architectural design and building construction in Washington’s agenda for progress, pride,
and a place, in the nation” (xv). Similarly, my own project works to frame this narrative, this racial agenda, in terms
of soil.
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Taylor was responsible for designing a number of buildings on the Tuskegee campus,
including the chapel famously described by Ralph Ellison in Invisible Man, “with its sweeping
eaves, long and low as though risen bloody from the earth like the rising moon; vine-covered and
earth-colored as though more earth-sprung than man sprung” (110).50 The structure I am most
interested in, however, is the Slater Armstrong Memorial Trades’ Building, built in 1900, which
Washington cites in Working with the Hands as a tangible materialization of “the work at
Tuskegee” (56). Plans for the building,
in its main dimensions 283 x 315 feet, and two stories high were drawn by a coloured
man, our instructor in mechanical drawing [. . .] Eight hundred thousand bricks were
required in its construction, and every one of them was manufactured by our students
while learning the trade of brick-making. All the bricks were laid into the building by
students who were being taught the trade of brickmasonry. The plastering, carpentry
work, painting, and tinroofing were done by students while learning these trades. The
whole number of students who received training on this building alone was 196. (56-57)
The building acted as a kind of self-perpetuating enterprise for the Institute’s trades; the ground
floor alone housed “wheelwrighting, blacksmithing, tinsmithing, brickmaking, plastering,
carpentry, machinery repair, woodworking and ironworking, printing and the foundry” (Weiss
178-179).51 At a completion cost of $36,000, the Slater-Armstrong Building was the largest
structure on campus at the time and represented a very specific kind of architectural beacon,
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Whether intentionally or not, Ellison seems to echo remarks made by the former head of academics at Tuskegee in
1931, who wrote that: “Willing hands, still in the training have reared these buildings from the soil on which they
stood, laying the foundations of character and competence on which a race must rise,” evoking the sense that
Washington buildings, and the graduates that qualified from them, rose out of the surrounding earth of Tuskegee
(cited in Weiss 28).
51
While Michael Bieze suggests that “the split between the School and the Machine on the Tuskegee campus is
visually marked by the high aesthetics of the campus building and the grounds on the one hand and the industrial
education taking place inside of them on the other hand,” reading the bricks of Tuskegee artistically suggests that
these two things do not have to be mutually exclusive (“Self Representation” 19).
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“intended to lure the black agricultural scientist George Washington Carver from Iowa” (72). As
Norrell explains, “[t]he Institute’s outreach to black farmers was expanding,” and Washington
intended this new site dedicated to agricultural training to “[inspire] hope that the 85 percent of
southern blacks who were farmers would not be left ‘to forever endure the serfdom and moral
slavery of present farming conditions’” (153). Scientifically trained farmers who graduated from
Tuskegee, Washington optimistically felt, might better be able to break some of the binds of the
sharecropping and debt peonage rife in the Deep South at that time. Emphasizing the kind of
restrictions this white supremacy placed on Washington’s work, however, the Slater Fund had
warned in its initial agreement to fund the two-story building that Washington had planned, “that
it would have to be directed by a white man,” since the board members “knew of no qualified
black agricultural scientist” (Weiss 226). Keen to maintain a majority black faculty, always on
the lookout for talent, and ever accepting of a challenge, Washington thus knew that he had to
recruit George Washington Carver, a graduate of Iowa State Agricultural College who was also
the first black faculty member there, and convince him to abandon his experiment station in
Ames and head the department that would be housed in this new Tuskegee building.
Experimental Agriculture
“If Working with the Hands has a protagonist,” writes John Claborn, “a heroic figure other than
Washington himself, then it is Carver.” (33). While Carver did not actually last as long as the
department chair for agriculture as originally intended—he loathed administrative tasks and
ostracized other faculty with his creative methods—he remained at Tuskegee until long after
Washington’s time. Provided there with his own laboratory for research, he enjoyed a level of
freedom and agency to teach and write what he wanted, which allowed him (as Weiss puts it) to
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“serve as ambassador to the outer world,” promoting Tuskegee’s program of agricultural
sustainability across the US and beyond (226).
Though the information surrounding Carver’s birthdate is ambiguous, it is largely
accepted that he was born into slavery in Diamond, Missouri, in 1864, the son of Mary and
Giles, all owned by a German American immigrant (evocatively) named Moses Carver. As an
infant, George, along with his mother and sister, was captured in the middle of the night by
raiders from Arkansas and sold into Kentucky. George was the only one of the kidnapped trio
whom Moses Carver was able to locate, and following the end of slavery Carver paternalistically
raised George as his own. As had Taylor in the building trade, then, Carver appeared to learn his
agricultural skill from a man whom Mark Hersey refers to as a “foster father” (9). Moses had
been one of the first settlers in Newton County, Missouri, and when this area became
incorporated as Marion Township, he was able to claim some choice land in the area: “by 1853
he owned some 240 acres of well-watered land” (9). It is likely that this is where Carver’s
interest in soil conditions began, particularly if he was forced into laboring intimately on
Moses’s plot.52 A peripatetic youth, Carver headed to Kansas in the late 1870s in order to attend
school at Fort Scott; many African Americans would migrate to this part of the country during
this period, with the belief that the state represented a new Canaan for the race.53 After
graduating Minneapolis High School (KS), Carver applied to Highland College, Kansas in 1880
where he was initially accepted but subsequently rejected upon arrival when the all-white college
realized he was black. After several years of homesteading in a number of Midwestern towns, he
52

Carver would also claim throughout his life that he was in direct commune with God, especially when outside in
nature. As Claborn states, “Carver’s scientific mysticism shows a preference for an intuitive approach to ecological
investigation that is similar to [Monique] Allewaert’s claims about black maroons’ knowledge of local ecologies,”
yet another way in which African American intimacy with New World lands is used to benefit the uplift of the
farming masses (33).
53
See Painter and Athearn, for example. Like many emigrating African American “Exodusters,” Carver would leave
Fort Scott following the trauma of witnessing the murder of a black man.
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moved to Winterset, Iowa, where, encouraged by a kind white couple, the Milhollands, he
entered Simpson College to study art and piano. His art professor there, Etta Budd, recognized
Carver’s gift for rendering botanical subjects in his painting, but she worried that as an African
American he would not be able to make money as an artist given the racial climate at the time; as
scholar Gary Kremer puts it, “Southern blacks could not paint their way out of poverty,” Henry
Ossawa Tanner being a rare exception (6). Thus it was that Carver made the switch to study
botany at Iowa State, becoming the first African American in the nation to earn a BSc degree.
Carver explained his choice later in life, with a significant focus on uplifting the race rather than
just pursuing his own creative goals: “Carver told James Wilson that he had given up his
cherished work as an artist because ‘it would not do his people as much good as a thorough
knowledge of the sciences of agriculture, which he might impart to them’” (McMurry 42-43).54
In spite of this decision, however, it was clear that Carver’s love of art would never exist in
isolation from nature, and indeed he found beauty most readily in agriculture: his paintings were
often of natural subjects, and he would later write in a Tuskegee report on “Recent Progress in
the Agricultural School” that “[a] sense of the beautiful is cultivated and given expression in
floriculture, to the end that more of nature’s beauty shall pervade the home and its surroundings”
(441). So it was that in 1896, Carver arrived at Tuskegee where, on top of heading the
agricultural school, he was “expected to run the school’s two farms; direct a 10-acre agricultural
experiment station; and teach classes in botany, chemistry, and agricultural science” while
“function[ing] as Tuskegee’s veterinarian and, in his spare time, do[ing] what he could to
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For similar reasons Carver would later refuse “to leave Tuskegee Institute to take up any one of several flattering
offers made me by corporations. I believe that if I should leave the Institute where so much of my work has been a
success, my gift would fail me. My work would not be known as mine, and my people would get no credit. I want
my people to have the credit for whatever I may do” (quoted in Adkins n.p.).
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beautify the campus” (Schroeder 80). In this way he balanced the artistic and the educational, the
useful and the beautiful.55
Like Robert Taylor’s architectural creations, Carver’s input at Tuskegee is, in the words
of Mark Hersey, “unintelligible outside the context of the landscape that most shaped it” (6).
This landscape, however, was tired and worn-out from years of destructive farming practices.56
“When attention was called by the students and others to the poor quality of the soil,”
Washington “replied that poor soil was the best in which to begin the teaching of agriculture,
because this would give us an opportunity to learn to make poor land rich. I told them also that if
we could teach the students how to cultivate poor land profitably they would have little difficulty
in making more than a living upon fairly good or rich soil” (WWTH 44). Not only would the
students become intimate with the soil of Tuskegee; they would also be responsible for nurturing
it back to health, gaining an even deeper relationship with the land. As Gary Kremer imagines it,
this was one of the things that Carver had “promised” Washington upon arriving at Tuskegee:
that he “would make grass grow green in the acidic Alabama clay” (7), while demonstrating
other uses for the soil besides the monoculture regimes which had debilitated both the farmer and
55

Gary Kremer imagines that “while sitting in Washington's office [. . .] the young botanist gazed out an open
window and looked into the future—both his own, and that of the institution he had been called to serve. He saw a
Tuskegee that was lush with green grass, a literal and figurative oasis in a barren desert—a place where burned-out
Southern blacks could come to be rejuvenated, a place of hope and promise. And always he would be there to show
them the way—he would be their teacher. . . . He would combine the creativity of the artist with the rationality of
the scientist to do what had never been done” (7).
56 In an 1884 report on Alabama’s cotton production, Dr. Eugene Allen Smith, a geology professor at the University
of Alabama, lamented the diminishing fertility of the Black Belt: “Where the blacks are in excess of the whites are
originally the most fertile lands of the state,” he began. “The natural advantages of the soils are, however, more than
counterbalanced by the bad system prevailing in such sections.” Leaving no doubt as to which system he had in
mind, he continued, “viz., large farms rented out in patches to laborers who are too poor and too much in debt to …
have any interest in keeping up the fertility of the soil” (quoted in Hersey 77). Furthermore, as Claborn relates,
“when NAACP activist Kelly Miller visited the campus in 1903, he recorded the spectacle of students struggling
with the depleted soil: ‘The soil is generally thin and well exhausted. It almost makes the heart bleed to see those
hard working, honest, ignorant men wearing out soul and body upon a barren hill side, which yielded up its virgin
strength a half century ago, and whose top soil has been washed away and can be restored only by another geologic
epoch’” (32). In Miller’s eyes, Claborn continues, “the students were fighting with superhuman patience and
persistence against centuries of entropy: the slow violence of antebellum agricultural practices and the ecosystem’s
slow healing processes” (32).
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his land. As Dianne Glave writes, Carver “did not divide preservation and conservation but
instead entwined the two,” with, moreover, a particularly racial inflection. “He advocated for
protection of, or ‘justice’ for, the soil in nature in the tradition of preservation […]
He mused, “Unkindness to anything means an injustice done to that thing. If I am unkind
to you I do you an injustice, or wrong you in some way. On the other hand, if I try to
assist you in every way that I can to make a better citizen and in every way to do my best
for you I am kind. The above principles apply with equal force to the soil” (7).
In this example, kindness to the soil became a metaphor for kindness to the African American
race – neither of which white planters had been very good at in the past. Prefiguring the work of
environmental justice advocates and scholars such as Leah Penniman and Robert Bullard by
almost a century, Carver makes a connection between environmental exploitation and racial
injustice, using soil as a central matrix through which to ask questions about the way we treat the
earth in relation to how we treat each other.57 Not only do Carver’s words show his
understanding of the ecological relationship between the human and the non-human, and his
attempt to privilege neither one over the other, but they create a relational link between
citizenship and the treatment of soil. If his suggestion that kindness to a person involves
“assist[ing] you in every way that I can to make a better citizen” and that this can “apply with
equal force to the soil” then kindness to the soil must go a long way in assisting the pursuit of
citizenship too, once more emphasizing the role of agriculture in demonstrating fitness for
civilization. Carver’s sense of conservation meant allowing the soil and its resources to be used
for the current generation sensibly, rather than excessively, while the notion of preservation
looked toward ensuring the soil was in good condition for years to come, emphasizing black
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Alice Walker makes similar comments in her essay “Everything is a Human Being” (1983).
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futurity on the land. To combine these goals however, Carver needed to know what kind of soil
he was dealing with.
“In order that our efforts might be guided with the greatest degree of intelligence,”
Washington wrote, the
soil was analysed and found to be seriously deficient in three very important elements of
plant food, and in the order named: Nitrogen, phosphoric acid and potash. In addition to
this, it was practically devoid of humus (vegetable matter), and otherwise was in as bad a
physical condition as chemical. Our first efforts were directed toward correcting the
physical condition by deep plowing, rebuilding terraces and filling in washes. This being
done, we are [sic] now ready to make definite plans for planting our forty-acre farm.
(WWTH 168)
In this passage, Washington describes the soil in technical scientific terms as a way to emphasize
farming as an intellectual enterprise, showing off his knowledge, perhaps gained via the work of
Carver’s experiment station, that the physical condition of the earth often demonstrated a
chemical deficiency within the soil. Having improved the condition of this soil thanks to
analysis, plowing, and rebuilding, Washington and his colleagues are able to make good the
“forty-acre farm” that the Freedmen’s Bureau failed to deliver. Even more so, they’ve recaptured
and rejuvenated former plantation land exhausted by monocrop culture. “As science shed light
upon his art,” Washington observes of the progressive farmer through history, “he learned that
the crop-yielding capacity of a soil was increased by rotating or changing his farm crops every
year upon land not occupied by such crops the year previous,” thus implying that Washington
was beginning to see the creative skill demanded of agricultural chemistry, and the benefit that
fertile land would have, not just for African Americans trying to make a new life for themselves
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but for civilization as a whole (WWTH 166). In the rapacious capitalist empire of King Cotton,
southern planters had exploited both their slave labor and the land on which these individuals
worked, neglecting the potential of legumes as fertilizing agents as well as the advantages of
letting the land lie fallow for a while, to give the soil adequate time to recover, to catch its
ecological breath. Thus as Claborn argues, “Tuskegee emerges not as a machine but as a local
instance of a black southern nation-to-come grounded in overcoming the historical sediment of
the plantation zone through soil conservation, scientific farming, and a georgic vision of
redemptive labor” (37). Like Washington’s repurposing of the old plantation, the soil
conservation techniques promoted by Carver at the school can be read as a “form of ecological
agency that dismantles the legacy of the white master’s environmental practices” (37).
Washington frequently commended Carver’s work for the way it “demonstrated the value
of scientific cultivation,” in particular through experimenting with ways to increase the quality of
farmers’ crops even when they only had limited space. Carver has “taken up the problem of
crossing varieties of cotton to increase the quality of the uplands staple,” Washington reported,
adding that “these experiments have been promisingly successful, and already a hybrid cotton
has been grown which is vastly superior to that commonly raised in Alabama. In other words,
Tuskegee is teaching the farmers how to raise a better grade of cotton and more of it, without
increasing the acreage planted” (WWTH 165). To further demonstrate Carver’s theories put into
practice, Washington wrote of a case in which a graduate of Tuskegee managed to produce “two
hundred and sixty-six bushels of sweet potatoes from an acre of ground, in a community where
the average production had been only forty-nine bushels to the acre” (UFS 92), thanks to
Carver’s pamphlet “in plain simple language” on increasing the yield of sweet potatoes (WWTH
135). As with the movement of Tuskegee bricks through the local economy, this knowledge of
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both “the chemistry of the soil” and “improved methods of agriculture” gave the African
American farmer a cultural cache and economic influence among his white neighbors. Finally, in
a speech he gave in Madison, Wisconsin, Washington stressed that “my theory of education for
the Negro would not, for example, confine him for all time to farm life—to the production of the
best and the most sweet potatoes” (UFS 92). Indeed, far from it. Rather, “if he succeeded in this
line of industry, he could lay the foundations upon which his children and grandchildren could
grow to higher and more important things in life” (92). Soil conservation meant agricultural
subsistence—survival for everyone, but particularly for the struggling black farmer of the
agricultural South. In 1896, when Washington proposed the job at Tuskegee to Carver, his offer
letter spoke of how the Institute “seeks to provide education— a means for survival to those who
attend. […] We teach them to read and write, but words cannot fill stomachs. They need to learn
how to plant and harvest crops” (qtd. in Monica White 40). In this way he directly connected
agriculture and Carver’s skillset of soil knowledge, arguing that the combination would enable
Tuskegee’s students to stay alive and to seek the good life.
A large part of the curriculum at Tuskegee was grounded in studying the soil,
particularly following Carver’s appointment, demonstrating its vitality to the students’ education.
Even in the more traditionally academic course of advanced American History, Washington
wrote, “little attention is given to the periods of discovery and of colonisation, except to show the
student how the American people, as is true of all great nations, began as cultivators of the soil,”
echoing his assertion that “most races have come up through contact with the soil” (WWTH 89,
64). At the same time, Washington quite deliberately engaged the sense that African American
students knew more than enough about the oppressive consequences of colonization, having
been so often on the receiving end of its violence; having cultivated the soil of America almost
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immediately following European colonial settlement, they were worthy to be considered a great
nation too. Meanwhile, the course in Market Gardening taught students “botany of the field and
garden, physical analysis of soils and the improvement of clay and sandy soils; the depletion of
plant food and its replacement by direct and indirect fertilisers the source of carbon, nitrogen and
oxygen,” steeping their work in the scientific understanding of the soil around them and the best
way to improve and maintain its fecundity, while intimating the economic results of this work in
dubbing such study suitable for “Market” (114). The Nature Study program was also considered
a part of the “Academic Department” and was designed to “to train the faculty of observation,
create an interest in and love of nature, gain knowledge which will be of service in the future,
and to cultivate a practical interest in Agriculture,” demonstrating Tuskegee’s encouragement of
a posteriori understanding, and providing education that would be both beautiful but also useful
qua Arts and Crafts principles, and would benefit students for years to come (92). “Knowledge
of things near at hand, should be acquired first,” Washington stated, prioritizing the value of
using real and readily available material to provide valuable lessons in broader issues: “a clear
and definite acquaintance with home surroundings (plants, animals, minerals, natural
phenomena, and the human body) is made the basis of the teaching as a foundation for more
advanced study” (92). Once again, Washington promoted advancing to the top by starting at the
bottom, laying a foundation of what we might now call material ecology. Finally, Washington
noted,
[t]he school offers also through the Academic Department, a two-years’ course,
especially treating of the affairs of the farm. Instruction is by laboratory work,
supplemented by text-books, lectures, and reference readings, which are assigned from
standard volumes and periodicals.
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The student is brought into close practical contact with his subject. He studies
farm implements, traces root systems of corn and other crops, tests germination of seeds,
determines the properties of soils and the effects of various crops and of rotation of crops
upon soil fertility. He tests milk, studies butter and cheese, and judges a variety of
animals. The school owns an ample supply of plows, cultivators, planters, cutters,
engines, etc. It has extensive collections of agricultural plants, seeds and products.
Laboratories are well equipped with apparatus for the study of manures, fertilisers, soil
bacteriology, germination of seeds, and judging cotton and corn. The Institute grounds
and the fields and orchards of the Experiment Station are always available for
illustrations in class work. Collections of seeds and woods, cabinets of beneficial and
noxious insects, photographs, maps, charts, and drawings afford valuable material for
study and demonstration. (93)
Such a catalogue of topics shows just how extensive the agricultural knowledge provided at
Tuskegee really was, while also figuring Washington’s traditional teaching style of twinning
bookwork with more practical hands-on “contact” in applying what the student had learned.
Furnished to be an industrial one-stop-shop, with its supply of agricultural machinery and ample
acreage for experiments, Tuskegee was able to teach all of the practices above without students
needing to seek their education from anywhere, or from anyone, else. “The purpose of this
study,” Washington claimed, “is to create in students both an aesthetic and scientific appreciation
for Nature, as well as to encourage an active rather than a passive attitude towards the things in
Nature with which they come in contact daily,” highlighting the combination of art and
agriculture that Carver and his colleagues would promote in their classes (qtd. Glave 111).58
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Washington actually had a term for the combination of industrial education with more intellectual enterprises in
the school, which he called dovetailing, a term borrowed from carpentry, another mode of craftsmanship. As part of
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Though Carver did teach a number of agricultural science classes at Tuskegee, he was
still a fairly esoteric personality who was known to “converse with plant life on a daily basis”
(Adkins n.p.). While he was certainly more comfortable talking to the trees than to other people,
one of Carver’s largest contributions to Tuskegee was nonetheless his outreach work. In 1892,
Washington began an annual gathering of agricultural workers from the nearby community
entitled the Tuskegee Negro Conference, but most often just called the Farmers Conference.59
Washington had great faith in the agricultural skill of local people, which he sensed could
contribute a “great deal towards their own elevation,” if only he and the conference could
address “the isolation of rural existence and the hopelessness that often accompanied the difficult
life”; 75 farmers were invited to this first event, but over 400 arrived at Tuskegee hoping to hear
Washington’s advice (Norrell 106). While Washington would often be called away from
Tuskegee to promote the work of the school elsewhere, he made sure never to miss this annual
event. During these proceedings the principal of Tuskegee got down among the common folk,
asking them about their way of life, and how they felt they could best be helped. As Norrell
details, “farmers recounted the trials of the crop-lien system and the obstacles to their efforts to
educate their children. They described the trouble that came from trying to operate schools in
churches, broken down cabins, or bush arbors.” After such dialogue, participants “agreed on a set
of self-improvement measures: to buy land and raise their own food, to learn a trade, to demand
that ministers and teachers instruct people in domestic economy and morality, to build their own
school buildings and extend their school terms.” These agreements would often be detailed in the
next edition of Negro Farmer, written almost like an agricultural catechism, providing the
this pedagogy, students would write about the work they had done in the brickyard for credit in composition class,
for example, or use algebra lessons to make measurements for woodworking later on.
59
Around the same time, Robert Taylor was chosen as one of the directors for a new publication out of Tuskegee
entitled Negro Farmer. This journal was “linked to Tuskegee's Agricultural Extension School programs carried out
to black farmers throughout Alabama” (“Black History MIT” n.p.).

86

attendees with a certain amount of accountability in following Washington’s lead. Furthermore,
like Washington himself, these agricultural laborers “rejected the current fascination among
some blacks with emigration to Africa, asserting that they could become prosperous, intelligent,
and independent where we are,” demonstrating their willingness to stay firmly put on Southern
ground (106). Washington described the meetings as a “remarkable” gathering of “Negro
workers, mostly farmers, who are to work out their salvation by the sweat of their brows in
tilling the soil of the South” (WWTH 135). Homing in on the intimate bodily nature of farming
Washington stressed the admixture of sweat into the soil of the South, as the hard labor of the
rural worker co-mingled with his organic material. Washington’s rhetoric also references
Genesis 3:19, where Adam is told by God that “by the sweat of your brow you shall have food to
eat until you return to the ground from which you were made,” suggesting the nutritional reward
for those willing to invest their work into the soil. Yet again Washington presses the belief that
soil is where the key to life can be found, as well as intimating its cyclic role in absorbing
nutrients from our own bodies when we die.
From the very beginning, Carver’s work was pivotal to the success of this conference.
Pamphlets were produced for all participants to take home and employ in the improvement of
their livelihoods, and Carver authored a large number of these brochures, addressing his
audience in “an elementary style” that might equate its rhetorical medium with the craftsmanship
ideology espoused by the school (Norrell 199). These guides covered topics like “restoring wornout soil, using fertilizer and rotating crops, and maintaining a good vegetable garden.” Such
“instruction in practical farming,” Norrell claims, “was Carver's most distinguished contribution
to the Tuskegee enterprise” (199).60 Carver’s experiment station, housed first in the Slater-
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Du Bois had also managed to visit Tuskegee and study the work of the Farmers Conference. “In 1900 he surveyed
200 participants at the conference, discovered that about 30 percent of them were landowners with an average
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Armstrong Building and later in the New Laundry,61 was open to visitors during the conference,
and there Carver would demonstrate simple farming techniques. At one point he was even able to
distribute free seeds provided by the US Department of Agriculture (see Norrell). As Andrew
Zimmerman suggests, “Carver hoped that improved agriculture would, in addition to making
farmers independent and prosperous, help combat the racism that plagued the South,” (57). In
Carver’s own words, “the markets have become more fastidious; and he who puts such a product
upon the market as it demands, controls that market, regardless of color. It is simply a survival of
the fittest’” (qtd. in Zimmerman 57). Carver’s words echo both the prevalent Social Darwinist
theories of the time and Washington’s own sentiments about the push for economic equality.
Many young people today know Carver only as the scientist who found a multitude of ways to
utilize the peanut. As Mark Hersey puts forth, then, it is time we considered Carver as the
“creative chemist” he labeled himself, someone who saw worth in “the saving of things that the
average person throws away,” making use of organic waste for compost, manufacturing products
containing nuts, seeds, and legumes, and encouraging appreciation of “the clays on which
[Southerners] walked” (219). Likewise, in a speech given in 1912, Washington reminded his
listeners that “when the Bible says, ‘The earth is full of Thy riches,’ it means that the earth is full
of corn, potatoes, peas, cotton, chickens and cows, and that these riches should be gotten out by
the hand of man and turned into beautiful church buildings and a righteous, useful living” (“The
Church in Relation to the Negro Problem” 145). Bringing us all the way back to his start in the
log cabin of the Burroughs plantation, sneaking potatoes from the hole in the middle of the
holding of 124 acres, and concluded that the ten Negro Conferences had resulted in real progress among rural
blacks. ‘Here is a school planted in the midst of the rural black belt which has sought to raise the standard of living,
and especially to change the three things that hold the Negro still in serfdom—the crop lien system, the one-room
cabin, and the poor and short public school’” (Norrell 226).
61
This building still stands today as the George Washington Carver Museum. It was designed by Robert Taylor and
built using student bricks. The landscaper of this building, David Williston, taught agriculture and horticulture at
Fisk University from 1907-1909, where he was also involved in site design.
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ground, Washington emphasized how “the hand of man” (physical contact again) could
transform the wealth of the soil into racial institutions, attractive religious structures, alongside
providing a moral, valuable, decent way of life. In this earth, the pointedly Southern soil,
Washington found the greatest resource for racial progress, a matrix of racial uplift that could
mold skilled and worthy graduates who would spread (and tread) the agricultural foundations of
a Tuskegee education throughout their post-Emancipation lives.
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CHAPTER TWO
“FROM THE BOTTOM UPWARD”: W. E. B. DU BOIS AND THE ASCENDING POWERS
OF SOIL
Now a rising group of people are not lifted bodily from the ground like an inert solid mass, but
rather stretch upward like a living plant with its roots still clinging in the mould.
This then is the end of his striving: to be a co-worker in the kingdom of culture, to escape both
death and isolation, to husband and use his best powers and his latent genius.
The South is not ‘solid’; it is a land in the ferment of social change.
– The Souls of Black Folk (1903)
“Was there ever a nation on God’s fair earth civilized from the bottom upward?” W. E. B. Du
Bois rhetorically poses in his famous 1903 essay “The Talented Tenth.” “Never,” he announces,
declaring that “it is, ever was and ever will be from the top downward that culture filters. The
Talented Tenth rises and pulls all that are worth the saving up to their vantage ground. This is the
history of human progress” (45). At surface level, Du Bois’s comments appear diametrically
opposed to the sentiments – laid out in the previous chapter – of Booker T. Washington, who
sought to “plant” newly emancipated African Americans on the soil, “upon the solid and never
deceptive foundations of Mother Nature, where all nations and races that have ever succeeded
have gotten their start” (UFS 44-45). Indeed as Arnold Rampersad remarks, “Du Bois’ notion of
culture was founded on the principle that cultural fertilization descended from the top down into
the masses of people” (87). At the same time, both men still firmly site the civilizing power of
racial uplift in the natural world – specifically the earth – even if Du Bois’s view of this terrain
comes from the more privileged “vantage ground” of the Talented Tenth, to whom Du Bois
assigns the paternalistic responsibility to raise the lowly masses by disseminating its own
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intellectual cultivation, as well as articulating the experiences of the folk who are deemed unable
to do so for themselves. As he would state in his 1897 speech “The Conservation of Races” “The
American Negro Academy believes that upon those of the race who have had the advantage of
higher education and culture, rests the responsibility of taking concerted steps […] to uplift the
race to higher planes of thought and action,” thus suggesting that the African American educated
elite occupy superior “planes” of being, and must take “steps” to raise those considered beneath
them (n.p.). Although Du Bois’s acknowledgment that “the Talented Tenth rises” does intimate a
sense of the potentiality for anyone to ascend to this educated platform, almost like a seed
waiting to germinate under the right conditions, I’m more interested in arguing that the earthbased African American folk actually turn Du Bois’s sense of cultural fertilization on its head, as
history, music, schools, religion, people, and so on, are more frequently described in The Souls of
Black Folk as rising from the ground (often in agriculturally based figures of speech), and
“exceptional men” are required to descend to the vantage ground of the masses, if they truly wish
to get a handle on the most necessary methods of racial uplift (“The Talented Tenth” 45, 33).
Considering what rises out of the soil in Du Bois’s work also allows me to enter into a dialogue
about the autochthonous nature of Southern identity addressed most pertinently by Patricia
Yaeger in Dirt and Desire. While there are moments in The Souls of Black Folk which
demonstrate the reverse autochthony that most interests Yaeger, where bodies disappear into the
ground and are discarded – such as in the episode where black men who “drop dead in the
furrow” are “kicked aside” while “the plough never stopped” (82) – I suggest that we can also
read the text for its multiple demonstrations of what emerges from the soil, evaluating how this
ascension might factor in to the uplift of a race.62
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Benjamin Child reads the soil in Du Bois somewhat similarly: “In its brief history of the Civil War's aftermath,
Souls figures the ever-present ‘problem of the color-line’ as a native property of the southern ground itself: ‘No
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Beginning with the elevated symbolism of hills, which appear frequently throughout Du
Bois’s text – referenced directly forty times, in fact – I draw attention to the author’s higher
intellectual positionality in overlooking (another doubly connotative term) the problems facing
the African American masses, to argue that Du Bois had to descend from such lofty heights in
order to get a better understanding of the issues befalling those in the Black Belt at the start of
the twentieth century. Coming down from the academic viewpoint of Atlanta University and
immersing himself among the folk better situates Du Bois to explore the storied soil of Georgia
and Tennessee, suggesting that a lower vantage ground may in fact provide a more accurate
picture of the racial, social, and environmental situation at the time. In addition to this, The Souls
of Black Folk often associates the raised gradients of hills with the location of schools such as
Atlanta and Fisk, implying the way that Du Bois views these places as aspirational higher
grounds of education. Rather than Washington’s industrially based curriculum as the ultimate
solution to the Race Problem, Du Bois is better known for pushing the primary significance of a
classical education, often basing this prioritization around the fact that industrial, trade, and
common schools couldn’t operate without traditionally trained teachers to lead their classrooms.
Echoing some of his words from the Talented Tenth essay for example, Du Bois writes in the
“Of the Training of Black Men” chapter of The Souls of Black Folk, “Progress in human affairs
is more often a pull than a push, a surging forward of the exceptional man, and the lifting of his
duller brethren slowly and painfully to his vantage-ground,” stressing again the directionality
which he believed racial uplift was most suited to follow. “Thus,” he concludes, “it was no
accident that gave birth to universities centuries before the common schools” (66). Yet, as I
argue in this chapter, these institutions were more closely related to the soil than Du Bois often
sooner had Northern armies touched Southern soil than this old question, newly guised, sprang from the earth, -What shall be done with Negroes?’ (17). It takes nothing more than physical contact with the ‘soil’ to ramify the
inescapable dilemma of what it means to actually grant freedom to a newly freed people” (64).
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gave them credit for, complicating his overarching promotion of the top-down filtering of
civilization to the African American masses.
Certainly there are moments in the text when Du Bois quite explicitly relates classical
education to agricultural bases. As Benjamin Child elaborates, for example, Du Bois often
stresses the importance of “planting” schools among the newly emancipated African American
populations. “Note the verb,” Child stresses, “it's not crops but schools that should take root and
enrich the southern environment” (65). As we will see, however, there is more mutuality to this
enrichment than others have previously noted, as the southern environment brings its own natural
influences to bear on the creation of historically black colleges and universities that are much
more rooted in the material soil and in the discourses of agriculture than has heretofore been
noted by Du Bois scholars. Arguing that the university route to acculturation – as favored by Du
Bois – is framed so abundantly in these more soil-based ways, this chapter examines Du Bois’s
journey into the heart of the Black Belt to reassess his own “vantage ground” of perspective,
before proposing a soil-based reading of the Sorrow Songs as founded in the agricultural ecology
of slavery. By way of these tunes, I argue, we can consider the physical construction of Jubilee
Hall at Fisk University as a byproduct of the transformative power of soil into both creative and
economic value, perpetuating the connection between art and agriculture that I follow throughout
On Southern Soil. By interrogating Du Bois’s emphasis on the musical talents of the Jubilee
Singers in fundraising for the school, I extend our understanding of the materiality of Fisk by
more deeply exploring the literal, historical building of the institution, in which students assisted
contractors in the erection of various campus structures, to show important convergences
between the pedagogical styles of Washington and Du Bois.
While we are now quite familiar with how Booker T. Washington reappropriated
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plantation grounds and built Tuskegee Institute using bricks made on campus by student labor,
few seem to acknowledge that Fisk University was founded in a similar way. Finally then, I seek
to investigate why Du Bois attempts to divorce himself, and especially his Nashville alma mater,
from the agriculturally based beginnings that echo those of Washington’s school, particularly
since, in the grand scheme of things, the two men’s objectives were much the same – to
substantially uplift a large population of newly emancipated individuals, many of whom had
been left in the dust by the inadequacies of the Reconstruction period. Repositioning Du Bois on
the soil (or “planting” him there, to use one of his own tropes), this chapter continues to question
how the humus of the South factors in to the process of racial uplift. All the while, it further
argues for the important contributions of African Americans in creating what figures such as
Alain Locke viewed as the United States’ most “characteristic” art – in this case, the Negro
Spirituals – born not just out of the sorrow of enslaved manual labor but out of the very soil
itself, with the associated buildings that this manual agricultural work inspired theoretically
endowing African Americans with all the privileges associated with democratic citizenship in the
United States (199).
Over the Hills and Far Away
Born “a little thing, away up in the hills of New England” Du Bois initiates an originary
detachment from the African American masses in the South as he situates his own nativity upon
higher and more northerly ground (Souls 10). Even after discovering the fact of his color among
his fellow schoolchildren – which keenly demonstrates the brute truth of racism as a national
rather than a regional problem – Du Bois remains in this lofty position, suggesting that once he
viewed himself through the eyes of double consciousness, “I had thereafter no desire to tear
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down that veil, to creep through; I held all beyond it in common contempt, and lived above it in a
region of blue sky and great wandering shadows” (10). Describing his own coping mechanism
for dealing with the “two-ness” that an African American “ever feels” in the world, Du Bois
literally elevates his lonely perspective here, suggesting that the Veil is a kind of privileged
territory, above the fray of racist society, an almost Platonic space close to the horizon or even
the “blue sky” of the heavens.
Du Bois’s life was filled with such upper-level vantage points, in particular during his
tenure as professor of history and economics at Atlanta University, a period which began in
1897. Emphasizing the exceptionality of this place, Du Bois curiously situates Georgia’s capital
city in a kind of regional vacuum, describing how “South of the North, yet north of the South,
lies the City of a Hundred Hills,” a location full of steep gradients “peering out from the shadows
of the past into the promise of the future,” occupying a bizarre spatial and temporal position that
bespeaks a sense of Atlanta as the critical locus where an Old and a New South might converge
(54). This is especially suggestive since the city became Georgia’s capital during Reconstruction
in 1868, when lawmakers began to see how the city overshadowed any of its competitors
(Savannah, Milledgeville, etc.,) in terms of size and progress, re-negotiating the economic layout
of the state. “I have seen her in the morning,” Du Bois poetically continues, “when the first flush
of day had half-roused her; she lay gray and still on the crimson soil of Georgia” (54). The
passage juxtaposes the steely tones of this industrial hub against the famous red-clay soil of its
state and the tranquility of the early morning against “the tinkle of bell and scream of whistle . . .
the rattle and roar of busy life . . . [and] the seething whirl of the city” (54). Here, then, Du Bois
invokes soil as a way of emphasizing the speed and sound of the urban landscape in contrast to
the more easygoing pace of traditionally pastoralized Southern life. “The hundred hills of Atlanta
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are not all crowned with factories,” though, Du Bois is keen to point out, drawing the reader’s
attention to a lone mount “toward the west” where “the setting sun throws three buildings in bold
relief against the sky,” illuminating North Hall, South Hall, and Stone Hall – the three buildings
that made up Atlanta University at the time – almost as though they were part of a landscape
painting, framed against the sky (58). “The beauty of the group lies in its simple unity,” Du Bois
adds, attributing an architectural coherence to the campus. He goes on to reveal a natural
agricultural dimension as well, pointing out “a broad lawn of green rising from the red street and
mingled roses and peaches; north and south, two plain and stately halls; and in the midst, half
hidden in ivy, a larger building, boldly graceful, sparingly decorated, and with one low spire”
(58, my emphasis). Here then nature blends with the built environment, foreshadowing the way it
will come to overwhelm buildings when Du Bois reaches the shadowy, rural Black Belt south of
Atlanta. The University is a satisfactory, self-contained space for Du Bois: “one never looks for
more; it is all here, all intelligible. There I live, and there I hear from day to day the low hum of
restful life” (58).63 Displaying an almost neurasthenic focus on the difference in pace and pitch
between the academic and industrial, Du Bois also begins driving a pedagogical and architectural
wedge between himself and Washington. At Atlanta University, however, architecture allows
one to contemplate a deeper, more complex historical ground for black achievement, and as we
will see, it offers a similar window onto Fisk.
Du Bois, for instance, recalls to us the postbellum institutional origins of the African
American university by literally rooting it in the period, saluting “those who planted Fisk and
Howard and Atlanta before the smoke of battle had lifted”:
According to Keith Byerman, the University was a “different discursive universe” for Du Bois, away from the
hustle and bustle of the booming cotton distribution and railroad center: “In the midst of the profane city,” Byerman
states, “is the sacred campus, a version of the Puritan city on a hill” (21), the same Winthropian trope noted in the
genesis of Tuskegee. David Levering Lewis describes the campus as “[a]n ‘ivory tower of race’ [. . . ] suggesting an
isolation that was physical as well as intellectual” (213).
63
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They were right when they sought to found a new educational system upon the
University: where, forsooth, shall we ground knowledge save on the broadest and deepest
knowledge? The roots of the tree, rather than the leaves, are the sources of its life; and
from the dawn of history, from Academus to Cambridge, the culture of the University has
been the broad foundation-stone on which is built the kindergarten's A B C. (59)
Not only does this account of the “foundation-stone” of modern black life echo Washington’s
sentiments about the earth as the literal matrix of the educational institution, but the very imagery
Du Bois uses to give priority to the rooted University over the industrial and common schools it
shoots off like leaves still traces a process of upward growth from the earth and soil. Even with a
dusting of archaic terms such as “forsooth,” Du Bois cannot avoid the inextricable connection
between the culture of the mind and the cultivation of land.
Finally, his intentions to the contrary, Du Bois’s host city introduces an important spatial
connection between himself and Booker T. Washington. Closing his evocative and personal
chapter, Du Bois describes how night falls on “the City of a Hundred Hills” and with the wind
from the west, “the smoke of the drowsy factories sweeps down upon the mighty city and covers
it like a pall, while yonder at the University the stars twinkle above Stone Hall” (61).64 The
contrast between the smoke “down upon the mighty city” and the stars “above Stone Hall”
suggests the celestial clarity available to the students and scholars of Atlanta University, high
above the “Gospel of Pay” and the temptation of wealth’s Golden Apples which he so disparaged
in the capitalist activity of Atlanta and the New South, perhaps also poking at one of Tuskegee
Institute’s chief benefactors, Andrew Carnegie, who coined the phrase the Gospel of Wealth
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Named for Mrs. Valeria G. Stone, a wealthy widow from Massachusetts who appears to have been in the habit of
making large philanthropic donations to educational establishments, having donating to Wellesley, Phillips
Academy, Berea College, and Drury College, among other locations, and often having left Stone Halls or “Stone
Education Funds” as stipulations of these endowments (Wayside Gleanings for Leisure Moments 75).
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(55). Washington, of course, never lived nor worked in the city, but he came to be associated
with it precisely because of his interaction with the booming cotton industry based there, when
he gave his address in 1895 at the Atlanta Cotton Exposition. In this speech – to which Du Bois
gave the everlasting epithet “The Atlanta Compromise” – Washington described newly
emancipated African Americans as “ignorant and inexperienced,” a race who “began at the top
instead of the bottom” when they sought out “a seat in Congress or the state legislature,” political
gains which Du Bois advocated, over “real estate or industrial skill” during the period of
Reconstruction (UFS 99). The city is thus a touchstone for the relationship between these two
men; as Robert B. Stepto astutely observes, “Atlanta serves in The Souls as both a sphere of
cultural opposition to that of the Black Belt, and as a battleground wherein Du Bois can struggle
with the language and influence of a predecessor,” a leadership clash over whether racial uplift
was to come from the top-down or the bottom-up, from the elite to the masses or the other way
around (59). As Du Bois, ever the exacting social scientist, was to learn, however, only by
leaving the elevated scholarly vista of Atlanta University and getting down on the ground, as it
were, would he be able to find out.
The Soils of Black Folk
Stepto famously characterizes The Souls of Black Folk as an “immersion ritual,” framing the text
in contradistinction to the common “ascent” trajectory of the traditional slave narrative, in which
the African American narrator moves up (geographically, socially, educationally) from the low
plain of enslavement – as Booker T. Washington did, for instance (66-67). Du Bois, Stepto
suggests, reverses the trope of Northern migration that he would elsewhere strongly promote,
moving southward first from his post-Emancipation Proclamation upbringing in Massachusetts,
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then from his lofty office in Atlanta University – a location which Stepto labels Du Bois’s “ritual
ground” – to the earthy ebony level of the rural southern Black Belt (78). In truth, however, Du
Bois had already gotten down with the folk of the Black South some ten years before arriving in
Atlanta, when he spent time teaching among the tenant farmers in Alexandria, Tennessee in 1886
and 1887, an experience not unlike Washington’s early forays into African American education.
“Once upon a time,” Du Bois begins his “Of the Meaning of Progress” chapter, as though
taking the reader deep into a fanciful tale, “I taught school in the hills of Tennessee, where the
broad dark vale of the Mississippi begins to roll and crumple to greet the Alleghanies [sic],” a
dusky Southern geography of varying heights indeed. “I was a Fisk student then,” he recalls,
“and all Fisk men thought that Tennessee--beyond the Veil--was theirs alone, and in vacation
time they sallied forth in lusty bands to meet the county school-commissioners. Young and
happy, I too went, and I shall not soon forget that summer, seventeen years ago” (46). Rather
paternalistically, Du Bois stakes a Fiskian claim to the state, promoting the sense that it is the
responsibility of elite black university graduates to help rural folk.65 What’s interesting, then, is
that after documenting his arduous and frivolous search for somewhere to teach in the rural
counties surrounding Nashville, watching “ten, eight, six miles stretch relentlessly ahead” in a
region that Fisk men claimed to be their exclusive reserve, Du Bois reveals that it was actually
one of these rural people, a young girl named Josie, eager to learn, who helped him find a school
in need of a teacher. He introduces us to a rural community “[s]prinkled over hill and dale” and
“shut out from the world by the forests and the rolling hills toward the east,” while promoting his
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This sense of obligation appears again in The Autobiography of W.E.B. Du Bois (written sometime around 1961,
published in 1968), where he writes that moving South to pursue his Bachelors degree would “broaden the scope of
my program of life, not essentially to change it; to center it in a group of educated Negroes, who from their
knowledge and experience would lead the mass” (123). “I never for a moment dreamed that such leadership could
ever be for the sake of the educated group itself,” he adds, “but always for the mass,” once again demonstrating his
unwavering commitment to the cultural fertilization of the African American masses by the elite (123).
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own diligent finding/founding of a school in this otherwise isolated place (47).
There are good reasons to focus on hills again in “Of the Meaning of Progress.” Like
Atlanta University, Fisk is presented frequently as a college upon a hill, but mounting that hill
remains a goal that is for schoolchildren like the ones Du Bois meets in this chapter an
impossible one—a problem that his travels into rural Tennessee allow him to witness. In
particular, Du Bois positions Josie and her family as hemmed in by the overwhelming
summits—geographical, economic, cultural—that black tenant farmers struggle to overcome. In
order to visit their home, for example, Du Bois “crossed the tall round hill, lingered to look at the
blue and yellow mountains stretching toward the Carolinas, then plunged into the wood, and
came out at [. . .] a dull frame cottage with four rooms, perched just below the brow of the hill,
amid peach-trees” (47). The family’s lofty perch, however, makes it especially difficult for them
to carve out a steady existence, since the soil conditions on this chosen piece of land are far from
ideal: “it was a hard thing to dig a living out of a rocky side-hill,” when the gradient of the hill
only makes it harder to work the already nutrient-poor, rocky soil. As such, despite Josie’s
committed longing to “go away to school,” the family admits that “it ‘looked like’ they never
could get far enough ahead to let her” (50). Especially in light of its poor soils, Du Bois’s
vaunted hill has become a literal obstacle in Josie’s path to racial uplift.
Turning to the schoolhouse itself, Du Bois describes it as “a log hut,” formerly a shed
where “Colonel Wheeler used to shelter his corn,” a history that evokes the allocation of
abandoned Confederate lands to emancipated African Americans during Reconstruction (48).
The building sits “in a lot behind a rail fence and thorn bushes, near the sweetest of springs,”
marginalized but surrounded by natural beauty.66 “Furniture was scarce,” Du Bois remembers,
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Just as with Tuskegee, the wooden building’s vulnerability to the elements contrasts with the permanence of brick
structures, while Du Bois’s curriculum for the school, in which “we read and spelled together, wrote a little, picked
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and other provisions makeshift and treacherous. What the school lacks in resources, however, it
seems to make up for in the fervor of the students, as “the growing row of dark solemn faces and
bright eager eyes” greets Du Bois on the “hot morning late in July when the school opened.” For
Josie in particular, “the longing to know, to be a student in the great school at Nashville hovered
like a star above this child-woman amid her work and worry; and she studied doggedly” (48). It
is in Josie’s case most of all that Du Bois’s notion that everyone has the potential to ascend to the
Talented Tenth is most tested; he clearly sees her as college material, if only she can escape the
tightening binds of agricultural work that keep her landlocked in rural Tennessee.67
Returning to this episode in his Autobiography, Du Bois stresses the physical dimension
of contact with the rural community: “I traveled not only in space but in time. I touched the very
shadow of slavery […] I touched intimately the lives of the commonest of mankind—people who
ranged from barefooted dwellers on dirt floors, with patched rags for clothes, to rough, hardworking farmers, with plain, clean plenty” (72). The parallels to Washington’s continued
emphasis on contact with folk and soil are noteworthy here, and Du Bois’s description of the
“barefooted dwellers on dirt floors” and “patched rags for clothes” may also put us in mind of
Washington’s log-cabin potato-hole, flax-shirt-wearing, enslaved beginnings. Yet by
emphasizing his own spatial and temporal mobility – “I travelled not only in space but in time” –
Du Bois distances himself from the masses. At the same time, Du Bois empathizes with these
subjects: “I have called my tiny community a world, and so its isolation made it; and yet there
was among us but a half-awakened common consciousness, sprung from common joy and grief,
at burial, birth, or wedding; from a common hardship in poverty, poor land, and low wages; and,
above all, from the sight of the Veil that hung between us and Opportunity” (Souls 50).
flowers, sang, and listened to stories of the world beyond the hill” (48-49), compares well with Washington’s Nature
Study program.
67
Certainly this statement could also apply to John Jones, although he is Du Bois’ fictional creation.
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Returning to Fisk ten years later, Du Bois is suddenly struck with a “longing to pass
again beyond the blue hill, and to see the homes and the school of other days, and to learn how
life had gone with my school-children; and I went,” back over the distinctive marl landscape to
see how a decade might have changed the place where he once lived and taught (51).68 There’s
something about the evocative architecture of Fisk that puts Du Bois in mind to return to
Alexandria; he stands among “the walls of Fisk University” and “the halls of the chapel of
melody” (Jubilee Hall) when the reminiscences wash over him (51). Once back at Alexandria,
Du Bois again uses the topography of the region to comment on the hardships that befall the
rural tenants, writing that “the hill became steep for the quiet old father [of Josie],” as the old
man moves over the hill in a literal and a geriatric sense, unfit for hard agricultural labor
anymore (51). As Du Bois discovers, the family ended up selling their old farmstead, and like so
many other African Americans at the time, migrated closer to the town center, where making a
living was slightly more feasible and hills were less likely to get in their way. “Josie toiled a year
in Nashville,” Du Bois tells the reader, “and brought back ninety dollars to furnish the house and
change it to a home” (51). So hard has she labored, in fact, that, even though she worked quite
literally underneath the shadow of Fisk now, “the vision of schooldays all fled,” until one day
she “crept to her mother like a hurt child and slept—and sleeps,” exhausted by the toil of being
poor and African American. Distraught by this waste of talent, the loss of the bright spark of a
girl he once knew, Du Bois declares, “My journey was done, and behind me lay hill and dale,
and Life and Death. How shall man measure Progress there where the dark-faced Josie lies? How
68

In the speech given on this return trip, Du Bois talks to the newly-minted graduates about the different “fields” of
careers that would be open to them following Fisk, including in fact, agriculture: “The first field that opens itself to
you is the calling of the farmer. I do not mean the farmhand or the milkmaid, nor even the agricultural scientist. I
mean the man who, by rational methods and business sense, with a knowledge of the world market, the methods of
transportation, and the possibilities of the soil, will make this land of the South to bloom and blossom […] There is
little more reason for leaving farming to people without brains or culture than there would be in thus abandoning the
other great fields of industry” (“Careers Open to College Bred Negroes” 94).
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many heartfuls of sorrow shall balance a bushel of wheat? How hard a thing is life to the lowly,
and yet how human and real!” (53-54). Equating “life and death” with the peaked and troughed
terrain of Alexandria, Du Bois maintains the opposition between the upward directionality of
racial progress and the gravitational pull of the earth. Still, his experiences in rural Tennessee
demonstrate how occupying a position close to the ground enables him to see just how the other
nine-tenths of African Americans live.
This is Historic Ground
While Du Bois may have curated his composite text from the academic summit of his Atlanta
office then, much more of the content in The Souls of Black Folk makes clear that full immersion
in the African American experience can only be truly conveyed by penetrating the composted
layers of the South’s “historic ground,” getting down to the nethermost level in order to uncover
the buried stories and hidden spirits of this racially fraught agricultural locale (75). As Du Bois
himself announces in Souls:
We seldom study the condition of the Negro to-day honestly and carefully. It is so much
easier to assume that we know it all. Or perhaps, having already reached conclusions in
our own minds, we are loth to have them disturbed by facts. And yet how little we really
know of these millions,--of their daily lives and longings, of their homely joys and
sorrows, of their real shortcomings and the meaning of their crimes! All this we can only
learn by intimate contact with the masses, and not by wholesale arguments covering
millions separate in time and space, and differing widely in training and culture. To-day,
then, my reader, let us turn our faces to the Black Belt of Georgia and seek simply to
know the condition of the black farm-laborers of one county there. (90)
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With this strategic “we” Du Bois calls out white readers’ ignorance of the truth of African
American life. At the same time, he again stresses the importance of making “intimate contact
with the masses” in order to avoid making grandiose generalizations about the race and its
progress (or perceived lack thereof). By largely examining just one county (Dougherty County,
Georgia) across two chapters of the text, Du Bois also avoids the sweeping oversimplifications
of the “car window sociologists” who zoom by the Black Belt without even bothering to step
foot on Southern ground (100). Still, it’s interesting that Du Bois describes turning “faces” to the
Black Belt, framing his investigation at the sensual level of seeing, hearing, smelling, speaking,
but not – tellingly – in the more tactile way in which Washington described his work at
Tuskegee: getting hands-on with the soil, or even getting up to his knees in the mud with
students while tending the garden or stoking the brickmaking kilns.
At the same time, The Souls of Black Folk still suggests a connection between exploring
“the relation of the darker to the lighter races of men,” and plowing the depths of Southern
ground (17). Indeed, Du Bois frames the text itself as a medium or matrix in which, as in the
Southern earth itself, “lie buried many things which” if excavated “with patience may show the
strange meaning of being black here at the dawning of the Twentieth Century” (5). Du Bois
delves into the geography—and thereby the history—of this misunderstood terrain as a kind of
racial duty, both to recognize the reality of rural agricultural conditions for himself and to convey
them to the “Gentle Reader.” “Leaving, then, the white world,” he writes, acknowledging his
doubly-conscious academic existence, “I have stepped within the Veil, raising it that you may
view faintly its deeper recesses,--the meaning of its religion, the passion of its human sorrow,
and the struggle of its greater souls” (5). He thus frames the veiled world of black America as
layered ground even as he promises to unbury the lives of a population whose culture and whose
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importance to the nation have remained largely hidden in the historic soil of the rural South.
For Eric Sundquist, “Of the Black Belt” represents the “spiritual center” of Souls. While
the book “builds to a concluding rhetorical climax in ‘The Sorrow Songs,’” it is in the sections
“on black peonage in the now fallen, desolate garden of the plantation South” that “Du Bois’s
immersion in life behind the Veil finds its rich spiritual ground” (503). Not only is the Black Belt
structurally centralized in Souls as the nodal site of African American culture, but Du Bois’s
account of it is fundamentally framed by the soil. “Of the Black Belt” opens as follows: “Out of
the North the train thundered, and we woke to see the crimson soil of Georgia stretching away
bare and monotonous right and left” (74).69 The strikingly ruddy Georgia clay is the first
environmental feature to be noted, distinguishing the South from the North but also gathering
numerous cultural and historical resonances. Stepto suggests that “Du Bois's journey south is,
figuratively, a journey into the color red: red for the heat and blood of the War, red for the clay
soil of Georgia, red for the deposed and dispossessed Indian, red for the relentless sun upon the
plantation field, red for the spilt blood and enduring bloodlines of black brethren under assault”
(71). Du Bois, for instance, observes that “[r]ight across our track, three hundred and sixty years
ago, wandered the cavalcade of Hernando de Soto, looking for gold and the Great Sea; and he
and his foot-sore captives disappeared yonder in the grim forests to the west” (75). De Soto’s
fruitless hunt for gold represents just one of many colonial attempts to rob American earth of its
buried treasures, a legacy that extends to monocrop agriculture in the Black Belt in Du Bois’s
own day. The description of De Soto’s band “disappear[ing] . . . in the grim forests to the west”
prefigures a common trope in Du Bois, wherein characters autochthonously fade in and out of
the wilderness. “Just this side [of] Atlanta,” he continues, “is the home of the Cherokee,” “that
69

A little known document Du Bois produced for the Department of Labor in July 1901 presents 130 pages of data
concerning “The Negro Landholder of Georgia,” reminding us of the soil survey conducted in Macon County
undertaken by George Washington Carver.
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brave Indian nation which strove so long for its fatherland, until Fate and the United States
Government drove them beyond the Mississippi,” forcibly removing them from Georgia’s red
hills after another settler-colonial outbreak of gold fever in the 1820s (75). All of this history
conjured out of Georgia clay.
The stage set, Du Bois can now turn “to the southwest, not far from where Sam Hose was
crucified,” where
you may stand on a spot which is to-day the centre of the Negro problem,--the centre of
those nine million men who are America's dark heritage from slavery and the slave-trade.
Not only is Georgia thus the geographical focus of our Negro population, but in many
other respects, both now and yesterday, the Negro problems have seemed to be centered
in this State. No other State in the Union can count a million Negroes among its
citizens,—a population as large as the slave population of the whole Union in 1800; no
other State fought so long and strenuously to gather this host of Africans. (75)
The entanglement with Native histories persists. When the train journey reaches “the land of the
Creek Indians,” Du Bois notes what a “hard time the Georgians had to seize it” (76). Similarly,
the swamp “to the west” of Dougherty County, “where the Chickasawhatchee flows sullenly
southward,” recalls an indigenous presence for Du Bois, not least because of the river’s
Muskogee name. Crossing the “raised road built by chained Negro convicts,” a path which is
“almost covered in living green” amidst the “pendent gray moss” of the marsh, Du Bois writes of
how the history of this place emerges from the wetland itself:
I seemed to see again that fierce tragedy of seventy years ago. Osceola, the Indian-Negro
chieftain, had risen in the swamps of Florida, vowing vengeance. His war-cry reached the
red Creeks of Dougherty, and their war-cry rang from the Chattahoochee to the sea. Men
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and women and children fled and fell before them as they swept into Dougherty. In
yonder shadows a dark and hideously painted warrior glided stealthily on,—another and
another, until three hundred had crept into the treacherous swamp. Then the false slime
closing about them called the white men from the east. Waist-deep, they fought beneath
the tall trees, until the war-cry was hushed and the Indians glided back into the west.
Small wonder the wood is red.
Then came the black slaves. Day after day the clank of chained feet marching
from Virginia and Carolina to Georgia was heard in these rich swamp lands. Day after
day the songs of the callous, the wail of the motherless, and the muttered curses of the
wretched echoed from the Flint to the Chickasawhatchee, until by 1860 there had risen in
West Dougherty perhaps the richest slave kingdom the modern world ever knew. (81-82)
Before this imaginative reverie culminates with the rise of a monumental slave barony, Du Bois
associates the swamp with a more positive type of uprising, a nineteenth-century revolt that
involved both Native and African American populations. The chieftain Osceola, in fact, had
Creek and African American blood, but in the Seminole Wars of the antebellum period there was
also a distinct black battle force fighting alongside the Indians.70 Indeed, as un-cultivable lands
written off by the planter class, swamps have often been sites of guerilla rebellion and marronage
for marginalized populations.71 The war-cry then yields to the sorrow song, as Du Bois moves on
to the imprisoned and enslaved African Americans who march through the swamp. It’s as if the
earth itself has become a sound-recording and playback device. The buried narratives of the
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Michael J. Beilfuss observes that “free blacks and slaves living with the Creeks and Seminoles, along with
escaped slaves, were all actively involved in the Creek and Seminole wars,” adding that they “played such an
important role that the leading American general, Thomas Jessup […] worried that if the Indian resistance to
removal was not speedily put down,” enslaved African Americans would get their own ideas about insurrection
(499).
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For more on the varied symbolism of the swamp in Southern culture see Anthony Wilson.
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marginalized and brutalized groups taken for granted in the rise of capitalist agriculture in the
Black Belt are thus brought back to the surface by Du Bois’ geographical and historical
excavation of this significant Georgia mire.72 Since swampy wetlands are extremely fertile
locations for plant and animal life, this also adds an extra layer of soil-related richness to Du
Bois’s memory of the place.
As the train plows deeper and deeper into rural Georgia, explicit references to soil
abound, as the hues of “bare red clay and pines of Northern Georgia begin to disappear, and in
their place appears a rich rolling land, luxuriant, and here and there well tilled” (76). With this
environmental and agronomic transition, Du Bois calls attention both to the natural fertility and
the economic wealth captured, thanks to a predominantly African American labor force, in the
agricultural industry of the South, and to the exhaustion of the land, signaled by the observation
that cultivated acres appear only “here and there.” In addition, an overwhelming aura of darkness
enters the text on multiple levels:
Below Macon the world grows darker; for now we approach the Black Belt,—that
strange land of shadows, at which even slaves paled in the past, and whence come now
only faint and half-intelligible murmurs to the world beyond. The “Jim Crow Car” grows
larger and a shade better; three rough field-hands and two or three white loafers
accompany us, and the newsboy still spreads his wares at one end. The sun is setting, but
we can see the great cotton country as we enter it,—the soil now dark and fertile, now
thin and gray, with fruit-trees and dilapidated buildings,—all the way to Albany. (76)
Passing Macon, near the geographic center of the state, many things start to get dimmer, as the
Black Belt encroaches on the scene at the same time as the sun goes down for the day. The “half72

Writing in 2015, Beilfuss notes the historical irony that “Du Bois's wilderness swamp, the Chickasawhatchee, is
still not federally protected, despite its ecological importance as a habitat for endangered species, and its multiple
hydrological functions” (495).
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intelligible” sounds of the region call for an interpreter willing to listen closely to the land in
order to make its “murmurs” comprehensible to others. The description of the new topography
calls attention to the inconsistency of soil conditions, with some sections abundantly ripe and
others depleted, along with other environmental inconsistencies like bountiful fruit trees growing
beside ramshackle structures. Finally, blackness seems to expand demographically as the train
moves further South: the Jim Crow Car gets bigger, suggesting an increase in the number of
African American passengers as the railroad nears the Black Belt; and we meet the “three rough
field-hands” who join Du Bois in the carriage, explicitly representing the rural black labor force.
In relating the distinctive hue of the Black Belt’s fertile soil with the sheer numbers of African
Americans situated there as part of the agricultural workforce, Du Bois was not alone. As
Washington had explained in 1901, the region, “possessing this thick, dark, and naturally rich
soil was, of course, the part of the South where the slaves were most profitable, and consequently
they were taken there in the largest numbers” (UFS 52). After the war, Washington continues,
the term “Black Belt” came “to be used wholly in a political sense – that is, to designate the
counties where the black people outnumber the white.” But the politics of that blackness could
not be abstracted from the materiality of that soil as readily as Washington’s rhetoric implies.
The Land is Run Down
Given his own classical education, it is no surprise that Du Bois would describe the geographical
and demographical coloration of the Black Belt in other, more literary and allusive ways,
imbuing his commentary upon Southern soil with an academic flair. “Have you ever seen a
cotton-field white with harvest,” he asks the reader at the opening of the second chapter on
Dougherty County – “Of the Quest of the Golden Fleece” – “its golden fleece hovering above the
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black earth like a silvery cloud edged with dark green, its bold white signals waving like the
foam of billows from Carolina to Texas across that Black and human Sea?” (89). Here Du Bois
refigures the Black Sea of the Greco-Roman myth of Jason and the Argonauts, in which the hero
and his band of pillaging adventurers travel to Kolchis in search of the mythical fleece that they
hope to steal from the King Aietes. Moving this tale from the Eurasian country of Georgia to the
American state of the same name, Du Bois transfigures the crashing sea spray into the “foam of
billows” of a cotton field in bloom, substituting for the body of water the African American
bodies that pick the bolls.73 What’s more, Du Bois deliberately suspends the golden fleece
“above the black earth,” once more calling our attention to differing layers of ecology, this time
between plant and soil. Even though soil is invaluable to the success of the cotton harvest, Du
Bois seems to suggest that the gilded significance which the fleece takes on for capitalist
agriculture—transforming the material into a fungible commodity whose value is abstracted
from the labor that produces it—effectively puts the wealth of cotton out of reach of the black
sea of African American laborers moving across that dusky earth.
In keeping with this mythic emphasis, some of the tenants whom Du Bois encounters
seem to appear out of the soil itself. “Here and there we meet distinct characters quite out of the
ordinary,” Du Bois observes.
One came out of a piece of newly cleared ground, making a wide detour to avoid the
snakes. He was an old, hollow-cheeked man, with a drawn and characterful brown face.
He had a sort of self-contained quaintness and rough humor impossible to describe; a
certain cynical earnestness that puzzled one. “The niggers were jealous of me over on the
other place,” he said, “and so me and the old woman begged this piece of woods, and I
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Du Bois would make extensive use of this myth in his 1911 novel The Quest of the Silver Fleece, where
characters explicitly remark on the exploitative character of Jason and the bewitching powers of Medea.
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cleared it up myself. Made nothing for two years, but I reckon I've got a crop now.” The
cotton looked tall and rich, and we praised it. He curtsied low, and then bowed almost to
the ground, with an imperturbable gravity that seemed almost suspicious. (86)
Emerging from the soil that he has recaptured from the overhanging “woods,” this elderly
gentleman is clearly intimate with the land. The woods he has “begged” for himself and his wife,
presumably from a white landlord, may have been another of the “waste places” no longer
deemed useful by the planter class. Having made the effort to clear this ground, avoided by many
others perhaps because of its wooded location or its large serpentine population, this tenant
discovers opportunely fertile soil for his crops, nourished by the years of organic matter that have
accrued while this piece of land has been ignored. Finally, the rural gentleman’s low curtsy
introduces Du Bois to the manners of the Cotton Kingdom, and his even lower bow “to the
ground” insinuates that he might descend back into the earth at any minute, in a dialectic of
autochthony and reverse autochthony that underscores the text’s focus on the directionality of
African American life toward uplift or nadir.
“On we wind,” continues Du Bois, “through sand and pines and glimpses of old
plantations, till there creeps into sight a cluster of buildings,—wood and brick, mills and houses,
and scattered cabins. It seemed quite a village.” All is not what it seems in the mysteriously
shrouded Black Belt landscape, however, as layers of history fall away once the environment
comes into focus:
As it came nearer and nearer . . . the aspect changed: the buildings were rotten, the bricks
were falling out, the mills were silent, and the store was closed. Only in the cabins
appeared now and then a bit of lazy life. I could imagine the place under some weird
spell, and was half-minded to search out the princess. An old ragged black man, honest,
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simple, and improvident, told us the tale. The Wizard of the North—the Capitalist—had
rushed down in the seventies to woo this coy dark soil. He bought a square mile or more,
and for a time the field-hands sang, the gins groaned, and the mills buzzed. Then came a
change. The agent’s son embezzled the funds and ran off with them. Then the agent
himself disappeared. Finally the new agent stole even the books, and the company in
wrath closed its business and its houses, refused to sell, and let houses and furniture and
machinery rust and rot. So the Waters-Loring plantation was stilled by the spell of
dishonesty, and stands like some gaunt rebuke to a scarred land. (80-81)
Populating this kingdom of cotton with barons, princesses, wizards, cottages that warp into rotten
buildings, and so on, Du Bois imbues the scene with an almost supernatural aura, perhaps in
order to evoke the strange environmental conjurations caused by soil exhaustion, the ruination of
the Civil War, and the desertion of a planter class that left the fields depleted and the workers
exploited. Riding on to Albany in “the shadow of a marvellous dream” (79), he asks himself,
tongue in cheek, “And where is the King?” But the only figure available for the role is a
“sweating ploughman, tilling his eighty acres with two lean mules, and fighting a hard battle
with debt.” As this scene yields to the “fairer” one of “a neat cottage snugly ensconced by the
road, and near it a little store,” the African American sharecropper’s wheel of fortune continues
to revolve, demonstrating the insecurity of attempting to carve a living out of variable land in an
unpredictable place subject to exploitive social forces. From a “tall bronzed man,” a landowner
“who rises from the porch as we hail him, and comes out to our carriage,” Du Bois learns that
“‘The land is run down since the boom-days of eighteen hundred and fifty,’” and “cotton is low”
(79, emphasis added). Like Macon County, Alabama (home to Tuskegee Institute), Dougherty
County is in economic downturn following the war.
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Nonetheless, like the hills and dales that so frequently appear throughout the text, the
cotton industry comes with its own unstable peaks and troughs, dependent not only upon the
whims of capitalism but on the conditions of the soil in determining the success of the crop and
thus the livelihoods of the predominantly African American tenant farmers. In Dougherty
County for instance, Du Bois relates how “every economic advantage of the price of cotton in
market […] has been taken advantage of by the landlords and merchants, and swallowed up in
rent and interest. If cotton rose in price, the rent rose even higher; if cotton fell, the rent remained
or followed reluctantly” (101-102).74 Thus, Du Bois is keen to stress, the prospect of African
American land ownership is “at the mercy of the cotton-market,” an economy whose fluidity
offers only “temporary prosperity”: “the land-owners, despite their marvellous efforts, are really
a transient class, continually being depleted by those who fall back into the class of renters or
metayers, and augmented by newcomers from the masses” (103). This state of affairs
complicates the trajectory of racial uplift, while associating the reduction of fertile soil and the
diminishing returns from the cotton market to the tenants who farm it with the numerical
depletion of the landowning class.
Reflecting his background in sociology and economics, Du Bois is able to demonstrate
the tight binds of sharecropping and tenancy through statistics that illustrate why it is so difficult
for the peasant farmer to rise. “Taking, then, the dissatisfied and shiftless field-hand as a startingpoint,” he writes, beginning at the bottom of the ladder, “let us inquire how the black thousands
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“This is the direct heritage of the South from the wasteful economies of the slave regime,” Du Bois argues, “but it
was emphasized and brought to a crisis by the Emancipation of the slaves. In 1860, Dougherty County had six
thousand slaves, worth at least two and a half millions of dollars; its farms were estimated at three millions,—
making five and a half millions of property, the value of which depended largely on the slave system, and on the
speculative demand for land once marvellously rich but already partially devitalized by careless and exhaustive
culture. The war then meant a financial crash; in place of the five and a half millions of 1860, there remained in
1870 only farms valued at less than two millions. With this came increased competition in cotton culture from the
rich lands of Texas; a steady fall in the normal price of cotton followed, from about fourteen cents a pound in 1860
until it reached four cents in 1898” (90-91).
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of Dougherty have struggled from him up toward their ideal, and what that ideal is.” Continuing
in Marxian terms, Du Bois writes, “All social struggle is evidenced by the rise, first of economic,
then of social classes, among a homogeneous population.” He then lays out these economic
classes:
A “submerged tenth” of croppers, with a few paupers; forty per cent who are metayers
and thirty-nine per cent of semi-metayers and wage-laborers. There are left five per cent
of money-renters and six per cent of freeholders,--the “Upper Ten” of the land […]
Above the croppers come the great mass of the black population who work the land on
their own responsibility, paying rent in cotton and supported by the crop-mortgage
system. (101, my emphases)
An agricultural group of Talented Ten-ants at the top, a submerged equivalent at the bottom; and
the “great mass” sandwiched between.
At the same time, Du Bois personifies his otherwise sterile calculations, transforming
numerical figures into human figures struggling to make a living out of the soil. While he
laments that at least “half the black population of Dougherty County” is struggling on “this low
plane” of existence, there are also more positive stories to be heard, such as those of the metayers
“a degree above,” who may “receive a house with perhaps a garden-spot,” enabling a modicum
of hope of making a good life for themselves (102). Jack Delson, for example, is “the most
prosperous Negro farmer in the county.” “Six hundred and fifty acres he owns . . . and has eleven
black tenants. A neat and tidy home nestled in a flower-garden, and a little store stands beside it”
(87). That homestead and lawn space connect the achievement of African American citizenship
and creative life to the soil. As Kimberly Smith argues in African American Environmental
Thought, the black tradition of agrarian citizenship is characterized by “giving meaning to and
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redeeming the natural world” through expressing creative agency upon it (7). Du Bois’s
emphasis on such agency can be seen in his repeated attention to the flowers and gardens
scattered throughout the Black Belt. Though for the most part, in this run-down area, “The
houses are bare and straight; there are no hammocks or easy-chairs, and few flowers”—no
personality to these cabins, which come across as desolate as the rest of the land—when as “at
Rawdon's, one sees a vine clinging to a little porch, and home-like windows peeping over the
fences, one takes a long breath,” relieved by the sight of domestic beauty. “I think I never before
quite realized the place of the Fence in civilization,” Du Bois muses, capitalizing the term, for
the Black Belt is “the Land of the Unfenced, where crouch on either hand scores of ugly oneroom cabins, cheerless and dirty. Here lies the Negro problem in its naked dirt and penury. And
here are no fences. But now and then the crisscross rails or straight palings break into view, and
then we know a touch of culture is near” (80). With this near-soliloquy in mind, I would argue
that the orderly houses and delicate flower gardens that Du Bois extols represent the black
agency and imagination so often missing from contemporaneous accounts of African American
relationships to Southern soil.
Such agency can be difficult to claim, of course, when one is farming land owned by
somebody else. As Du Bois rightly points out, many African American farmers “cannot see why
they should take unusual pains to make the white man's land better, or to fatten his mule, or save
his corn,” since they have no financial stake in improving it (100). This state of affairs, however,
allows the white landowner to claim that “any attempt to improve these laborers by increased
responsibility, or higher wages, or better homes, or land of their own, would be sure to result in
failure,” as evidenced by “the scarred and wretched land; the ruined mansions, the worn-out soil
and mortgaged acres [. . .] This is Negro freedom!” (100) Such landowners, of course, assume no
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accountability for the degraded state of their land. Prefiguring the environmental theory of “slow
violence” put forward by Rob Nixon, Du Bois recognizes how the temporal gradualism of
ecological damage allows the white planter class to ignore its own complicity in the current state
of soil exhaustion. Conceding that at one time Black Belt Georgia served as “the Egypt of the
Confederacy,—the rich granary whence potatoes and corn and cotton poured out to the famished
and ragged Confederate troops,” Du Bois goes on to note that “even then the hard ruthless rape
of the land began to tell. The red-clay sub-soil already had begun to peer above the loam” (8283). Here, the distinctive colored humus of the state adds yet another story to Du Bois’s material
archive: the narrative of soil erosion, as it peeks over the loamy topsoil to indicate how much the
land has been overworked. Du Bois’s account also substantiates David Montgomery’s argument
that civilizations live and die based on the way they treat their soil—or as Du Bois himself puts it
along his typical vertical axis, “With such foundations a kingdom must in time sway and fall”
(82-83).
Just as the black tenant is not invested in somebody else’s land, Du Bois observes that in
the antebellum past, “the harder the slaves were driven the more careless and fatal was their
farming” (83), again stressing the importance of agricultural independence and landownership in
the exercise of agrarian citizenship as well as the deleterious effects of its absence on the soil.
Indeed, Du Bois frequently connects the exploitation of African American farmers with the
mistreatment of the soil, as when he describes the leasing agreement of the average metayer, who
forfeits up to thirty percent of his crop yield to rent payments. “The result of such rack-rent can
only be evil,” Du Bois concludes: “abuse and neglect of the soil, deterioration in the character of
the laborers, and a widespread sense of injustice” (102). In the case of an African American man
named Sanford, for example—whom Du Bois meets in the northwest part of Dougherty County,
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where the land fares a little better and (not coincidentally) the population is whiter—the
condition of the soil becomes the very obstacle that makes ownership of the land impossible.
Despite Sanford having “worked fourteen years as overseer on the Ladson place” and “‘paid out
enough for fertilizers to have bought a farm,’” Ladson will not sell him even a “few acres” (87).
Meanwhile, the poor condition of the soil on Ladson’s property forces Sanford to shell out more
and more for fertilizer each year instead of saving for his own farm, keeping the cycle of tenancy
firmly in place while merely layering the topsoil with enough nutrients to get by, an
unsustainable practice that does not actually regenerate good soil conditions. Little wonder, then,
that as Du Bois proclaims, “The poor land groans with its birth-pains, and brings forth scarcely a
hundred pounds of cotton to the acre, where fifty years ago it yielded eight times as much” (85).
The reference to birth-pains—labor—draws our attention to the pain and suffering inflicted on
the earth and the individuals forced to exploit it, referencing also the Biblical punishment for
original sin, following expulsion from the garden of Eden. Here Du Bois not only personifies the
natural world but makes it additionally remarkable by exhuming the black bodies and histories
that lie dormant beneath its surface.
The One True Expression of a People’s Sorrow
Even as Du Bois registers the tortured sights and sounds of the Black Belt, the exhausted soil,
and the communal groans of exploitation upon which this agricultural economy was built, he
remains attuned to more redemptive refrains that have arisen from interactions between the
toiling black body and the southern landscape. While this relationship is most prominently
displayed in the final chapter of Souls, “Of the Sorrow Songs,” Du Bois prefigures it in his
exploration of African American religion in chapter ten, “Of the Faith of the Fathers.” Analyzing
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the development of the black church, Du Bois explains how a white-supremacist plantation class
worked extremely hard to override the ancestral religious practices of the enslaved. At the same
time, however, Du Bois suggests that studying black religion might provide access to some of
these buried customs. There is the way, for example, in which slaves adapted African cultural
figures such as the Medicine Man into his modern-day guise as the Preacher within the popular
African Methodist Church, demonstrating the endurance of African Americans and their ability
to survive under regimes of racial terrorism by forging new spiritual pathways. Perhaps most
intriguing however, is Du Bois’s idea that African Americans built their version of New World
religion around the “nature worship” rituals they had practiced under the “polygamous clan life”
of Africa (123). At one point Du Bois describes an encounter with a “mass of black folk”
participating in a church revival in “the untouched backwoods of the South” (119), a location
free from environmental defilement and racial exploitation also significantly off the beaten
track.75 Du Bois’s route to the revival takes him “from our rambling log-house up the stony bed
of a creek, past wheat and corn,” and the sound of the celebration reverberates through this
environment, “ a rhythmic cadence of song,—soft, thrilling, powerful, that swelled and died
sorrowfully in our ears” (119). The passage gives the sense that the Southern landscape itself
speaks, as songs swell up out of the soil and, mediated by the bodies and voices of black
laborers, reach across the fields to the approaching group. “The Music of Negro religion is that
plaintive rhythmic melody, with its touching minor cadences,” “the most original and beautiful
expression of human life and longing yet born on,” and we might add from, “American soil”
(120). Tracing the Negro spirituals explicitly to a nativity grounded in the earth, Du Bois
anticipates Patricia Yaeger’s claim that wherever “we find a rapacious economy” we also
75

For Melvin Dixon, “what is significant for slave singers is that their language called into being a place beyond the
confines of the plantation where they might undergo a fundamental change in self perception and moral status (13).
A tent revival features in The Quest of the Silver Fleece too.
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discover a landscape “loaded” with “trauma unspoken” and “racial melancholia” (18). Du Bois
argues that this music “spr[a]ng from the African forests, where its counterpart can still be
heard,” and was then “adapted, changed, and intensified by the tragic soul-life of the slave, until,
under the stress of law and whip, it became the one true expression of a people's sorrow, despair,
and hope” (120). Assigning ecological origins to the songs, Du Bois also recognizes that African
Americans reworked them in order to keep inherited customs alive, infusing them with all the
more passion because of the grueling labor regime under which they were forced to work, while
disguising their yearnings for freedom in a shrewd manipulation of musical and lyrical
expression that grafted the material realities of the plantation world onto an ethereal afterlife that
would free the singers from racial exploitation.
While Eric Sundquist offers the most sustained analysis of the individual songs and their
hidden meanings in Souls, I am especially interested in the spirituals as a rhythmic response to
the repetitive sounds of typical agricultural tasks that required co-ordination, such as hoeing or
harvesting, bringing the workers’ body and voice into direct expressive contact with their labor
on the soil. As Sundquist hypothesizes: “If African work songs have the effect of drawing forth
the latent forces of nature into a dialectic with labor such that work and song assist each other—
even to the degree that work may be said to propel song, rather than the reverse—Du Bois’s
labor of writing and his vocalizing of the tradition of the black spirituals may be said likewise to
constitute a single act,” ultimately transforming the toil of agricultural work into Souls itself (To
Wake the Nations 538-539). Indeed, the Sorrow Songs drive to the heart of the dialectic that
encompasses Du Bois’s doubly conscious text, not only drawing on the combination of soil and
musicality but also highlighting the aesthetic beauty that arose from such pain. “What are these
songs, and what do they mean?” Du Bois asks, going on to answer:
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I know little of music and can say nothing in technical phrase, but I know something of
men, and knowing them, I know that these songs are the articulate message of the slave to
the world. They tell us in these eager days that life was joyous to the black slave, careless
and happy. I can easily believe this of some, of many. But not all the past South, though it
rose from the dead, can gainsay the heart-touching witness of these songs. They are the
music of an unhappy people, of the children of disappointment; they tell of death and
suffering and unvoiced longing toward a truer world, of misty wanderings and hidden
ways. (156-157)
Though Du Bois was far from a musical novice, having been a member of the Mozart Society
choir during his time as an undergraduate at Fisk, he strategically suggests that you don’t need to
know anything “technical” about music to understand what these songs achieve in their global
reach. Indeed, he confesses, even as a child he was “stirred [. . .] strangely” by them (157).
“They came out of the South unknown to me, one by one, and yet at once I knew them as of me
and of mine,” he adds, acknowledging the innate ancestral intimacy that the songs immediately
inspired, registering the kinship network that the music creates while implicating the soul effects
of these sounds as they enter into the African American collective consciousness “of me and of
mine” (155).76 Not only does Du Bois trace the spirituals to the Southern region, at times he goes
farther to create a sense that the songs rose out of the Southern earth itself. He refers to them, for
instance, as “the siftings of centuries,” a granular archive not so unlike the soil of the Black Belt.
76

Du Bois’ most powerful musical memory is the tune passed down by “my grandfather's grandmother […] seized
by an evil Dutch trader two centuries ago” who “often crooned a heathen melody to the child between her knees,
thus:
Do ba-na co-ba, ge-ne me, ge-ne me!
Do ba-na co-ba, ge-ne me, ge-ne me!
Ben d' nu-li, nu-li, nu-li, ben d' le.
The child sang it to his children and they to their children's children, and so two hundred years it has travelled down
to us and we sing it to our children, knowing as little as our fathers what its words may mean, but knowing well the
meaning of its music” (157).
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Du Bois continued this theme of organic extraction in his 1935 work Black Reconstruction,
where he describes the Sorrow Songs as being “slavery’s one redemption, distilled from the
dross of its dung,” a fertile, organic matrix of music extracted from the literal and figurative shit
of enslavement (125).
Addressing the inherent musicality of Souls, Houston Baker proclaims, “If Washington
provides a speaking manual, then Du Bois offers a singing book” (M&HR 68). Baker focuses in
particular on the epigraphs of each chapter of Du Bois’s text, which combine musical notations
from some of the most well-known spirituals with verses of classical poetry from the Western
tradition.77 What’s intriguing, however, is that, in his explanatory Forethought to Souls, Du Bois
makes reference only to the musical (and black) epigraphs: “Before each chapter, as now printed,
stands a bar of the Sorrow Songs,—some echo of haunting melody from the only American
music which welled up from black souls in the dark past” (6). As Samuel Doku points out, Du
Bois repeatedly “gave the sorrow songs the tag of ‘sole American music’ because the music
America called its own back then was classical music, which was a European import” (18). The
sorrow songs, Doku continues, “were created from the suffering and pain the enslaved endured
on American soil, so they became an authentic American music,” not least of all in their implicit
critique of the traditional narrative of the nation as grounded in liberty and the pursuit of
happiness (18-19). This critique is all the more powerful in being launched from, and out of,
American ground. If as aesthetic achievements the spirituals constitute an argument for African
American citizenship rights, including landownership, within period political debates over racial
uplift and advancement, then their soil-based provenance may come full circle: springing from
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As Hubbard suggests, Du Bois “skillfully places snippets of spirituals in dynamic tension with European classical
music to challenge any notion of a sublime deficiency on the part of blacks in the New World,” combining what has
traditionally been viewed as high and low art and framing the race problem around how to reconcile these cultures to
bring them into some kind of harmony (“Invention of the Sublime” 313).
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the soils as well as souls of black folk, their legacy, fostered by Du Bois and other conscientious
stewards, might ultimately be to help the race reclaim access to that ground on more human
terms. For an example of how that might work, we need to turn our attention from Georgia back
to Tennessee.
Building a Chapel of Melody
On the Nashville campus of Fisk University, Souls finds a material, architectural monument that
directly resulted from the national and international recognition of the cultural value of Negro
spirituals. Here the sounds of soil-based toiling conjured into existence an academic institution
dedicated to uplifting the race. As Du Bois elaborates, the popularity of these melodies ebbed
and flowed in the nineteenth century, “stirr[ing] the nation” in the 1830s but “half forgotten” in
ensuing decades (155). It was not until “the singular Port Royal experiment,” Du Bois explains,
that mainstream attention to this African American music resumed. In 1861, on Union-occupied
Port Royal, South Carolina, 10,000 liberated slaves were allowed to work the agricultural
acreage left behind by fleeing Confederate planters, proving their self-sufficiency and providing
a “singular” model for what the redistribution of land could have looked like under the
Freedmen’s Bureau.78 At Port Royal, white Union colonel Thomas Wentworth Higginson came
into contact with the Negro spirituals, as African American recruits from the black regiment he
was charged with leading sang the songs over the campfire each night, perhaps inspired by the
work that emancipated laborers were undertaking on the surrounding Sea Islands. Higginson
“hastened to tell of these songs,” Du Bois remarks, alluding to Higginson’s 1870 memoir Army
Life in a Black Regiment, in which the officer devoted a whole chapter to describing and
78

Du Bois writes more historically of the importance of this project earlier in the text: “Here it was that Pierce's Port
Royal plan of leased plantations and guided workmen pointed out the rough way. In Washington the military
governor, at the urgent appeal of the superintendent, opened confiscated estates to the cultivation of the fugitives,
and there in the shadow of the dome gathered black farm villages” (20).
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transcribing the spirituals he had heard (155). Later, Du Bois tells us, the famous violinist
Leonora Jackson McKim and some of her contemporaries also “urged upon the world” the “rare
beauty” of the Sorrow Songs, but still few white Americans paid them much mind. Indeed, Du
Bois is quick to note, “the world listened only half credulously” to the already “half forgotten”
songs–that is, until “the Fisk Jubilee Singers sang the slave songs so deeply into the world's heart
that it can never wholly forget them again” (155-156).
When he refers to the world’s heart, Du Bois means it literally. The Jubilee Singers
inspired international renown for the songs, reaching hearts across the globe as they toured the
world, and in publishing and recording their songs, they took advantage of the global reach of
new mass media technologies emerging in the postbellum era. The story begins with a white
music director and Northern missionary, George L. White, who “served in the Freedmen’s
Bureau at Nashville,” where “he formed a Sunday-school class of black children in 1866, and
sang with them and taught them to sing. And then they taught him to sing, and when once the
glory of the Jubilee songs passed into the soul of George L. White, he knew his life-work was to
let those Negroes sing to the world as they had sung to him” (156). Realizing the potential
impact of the singers and their songs, White sought to bring their articulate message “to the
world” on a global tour described by Du Bois as follows:
So in 1871 the pilgrimage of the Fisk Jubilee Singers began. North to Cincinnati they
rode,—four half-clothed black boys and five girl-women,—led by a man with a cause
and a purpose. They stopped at Wilberforce, the oldest of Negro schools, where a black
bishop blessed them. Then they went, fighting cold and starvation, shut out of hotels, and
cheerfully sneered at, ever northward; and ever the magic of their song kept thrilling
hearts, until a burst of applause in the Congregational Council at Oberlin revealed them
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to the world. They came to New York and Henry Ward Beecher dared to welcome them,
even though the metropolitan dailies sneered at his “Nigger Minstrels.” So their songs
conquered till they sang across the land and across the sea, before Queen and Kaiser, in
Scotland and Ireland, Holland and Switzerland. Seven years they sang, and brought back
a hundred and fifty thousand dollars to found Fisk University. (156)79
Attributing the status of a “pilgrimage” to this excursion imbues the fundraising venture with
spiritual striving. While Du Bois does not specify whether the group rode Jim Crow during their
journey north from Nashville, it is significant that the first Northern location Du Bois names is
Cincinnati, just across the Ohio River, the symbolic “River Jordan” that once divided slave states
from free. The city was the central stopover hub for fugitive slaves escaping to Canada via the
Underground Railroad. That Du Bois specifies that the Singers rode their way to Cincinnati thus
links their history to a broader, collective quest for emancipation and racial justice. Once again,
Du Bois focuses on the “magic” of the spirituals, a transforming power whose roots lay in the
soil of the Black Belt. Note also Du Bois’s use of the term “conquered” to describe the
overcoming of racial prejudice not just in America but “across the land and across the sea,” as if
to overturn the colonial context of Euro-American conquest to which Souls also attends
throughout. According to Houston Baker, Du Bois’s “four half-clothed black boys and five girlwomen” represent “the folk come to college, engaged in cultural production and exchange” (66),
no doubt carrying the soil of the South to college with them, on their shoes, in their hearts—and
in their songs. But not just to college—the global scope of the tour, as deftly explored by
scholars such as Lawrence Schenbeck and Sandra Jean Graham, sends this soil-soaked music on
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Baker is quick to point out the slight hypocrisy of Du Bois here, given his disdain elsewhere for the Gospel of
Pay: “A black-bestowed definition of sounding offers the only promise of spirituality in a world increasingly moved
by work and money. Yet, dollars too are, ironically, a function of Afro-American spirituality. The Jubilee Singers
return with 150,000 dollars, a veritable fortune in their era” (67).
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an itinerary of racial ambassadorship that recalls the journey of Tuskegee bricks across the
nation. Indeed, it’s not unlikely that some of the funds raised on the Jubilee tours went to the
purchase of bricks and other construction materials to build and maintain the Fisk campus. As
Henry Ward Beecher remarked at an address given to the Freedmen’s Aid Society of London in
1886, “I think there never was such a phenomenon as the building of Fisk University. We talk
about castles in the air. That is the only castle that ever I knew built by singing from foundation
to top” (124).
Du Bois similarly prioritizes the role of the Jubilee Singers in bringing Fisk to material
fruition, suggesting that it was their tour that had the power to “found” the institution. The
University’s actual origins were more complicated, however, and in fact directly reminiscent of
Tuskegee’s. Prior to the Civil War, a man named David H. McGavock had owned the land upon
which Fisk now stands.80 Union forces occupied Nashville during the conflict and McGavock’s
land was confiscated and used for Union Army hospital barracks. Following the War, the
American Missionary Association met with John Ogden, superintendent of education for the
Freedmen’s Bureau, to found a Free Colored School. “In late 1865 the organizers purchased a
site on the fringe of downtown Nashville, and General Fisk [a senior officer in the Tennessee
division of the Freedmen’s Bureau] used his influence to secure the former Union army hospital
barracks to house the school.” The institution was formally dedicated in 1866, five years before
the first Jubilee tour even set sail, and several hundred former slaves rushed to enroll (“Fisk
University” n.p.). Rising enrollment and the inadequacy of the dilapidated wooden barrack
structures were thus the key motivations behind a need to raise funds for the school in 1871,
details that Du Bois neglects to mention in his story of the Jubilee tour. Grounding this account
McGavock’s brother Randal (a Jeffersonian Republican and former Nashville mayor) owned the famous
plantation Carnton—built in the common red brick style of the era by enslaved labor—while David’s wife “Willie”
Elizabeth Harding was part of the Belle Meade plantation dynasty also based in the area.
80
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of Fisk’s foundations in the contributions of the Sorrow Songs and their Singers allows Du Bois
to divorce the history of his Nashville alma mater from the explicitly agricultural beginnings of
Washington’s Tuskegee, also on planter-owned land. Instead, he “roots” Fisk in the soil of
plantation culture only indirectly, through the spirituals and their mediated, aestheticized relation
to slavery and Southern earth. If this was, as I believe, a deliberate move on Du Bois’s part, it
also has the more unfortunate consequence of obscuring important common ground shared by
Du Bois and Washington in their pursuit of racial progress, shared objectives apparent in the
prominent role of earth and soil in each man’s conceptual vocabulary.
Again and again, however, agricultural discourse and soil metaphors rear up in Du Bois’s
speeches and writings on uplift and education, inadvertently aligning him with Tuskegee’s
history and Washington’s educational vision. In Souls, for example, he writes that “the greatest
success of the Freedmen's Bureau lay in the planting of the free school among Negroes” (28). In
“The Talented Tenth” speech, meanwhile, he counterintuitively entrenches the South’s
historically black educational establishments rhetorically in the region’s soil.
Where ought they to have begun to build? At the bottom, of course, quibbles the mole
with his eyes in the earth. Aye! truly at the bottom, at the very bottom; at the bottom of
knowledge, down in the very depths of knowledge there where the roots of justice strike
into the lowest soil of Truth. (47)
In excoriating Washington’s accommodationism, he writes, “We have no right to sit silently by
while the inevitable seeds are sown for a harvest of disaster to our children, black and white”
(43). And in advocating the “higher institutions of training” as crucial to “the work of education
in the South,” he argues that such universities “threw off as their foliage common schools, and
later industrial schools, and at the same time strove to shoot their roots ever deeper toward
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college and university training” (67). If Du Bois would thus seem to take issue with
Washington’s axiom that there is “as much dignity in tilling a field as in writing a poem” (UFS
100), there is nonetheless considerable tilling and soil to be found amidst his literary tropes and
conceits.
Which brings us back to Jubilee Hall, where, in Steve Andrews’s words, “music”
provides for Du Bois “the very ground of architectural possibility” at Fisk. Citing J. B. T.
Marsh’s book The Story of the Jubilee Singers: With Their Songs, Andrews reveals that “students
had worked with the laborers to level the earthworks” for the structure (181). The use of student
labor, of course, recalls the history of Tuskegee’s campus and physical plant. These repressed
Tuskegee-like elements surface again in Du Bois’s own memories of Jubilee Hall:
when I came to Nashville I saw the great temple builded of these songs towering over the
pale city. To me Jubilee Hall seemed ever made of the songs themselves, and its bricks
were red with the blood and dust of toil. Out of them rose for me morning, noon, and
night, bursts of wonderful melody, full of the voices of my brothers and sisters, full of the
voices of the past. (155)
As the House that the Songs Built, Jubilee Hall is positioned here as the spiritual hub and apex of
Nashville, “towering over the pale city.” Yet the building’s own construction material, that red
brick, cannot but evoke, visually and historically, the Tuskegee brick that looms so large in the
Washington legend. If the voices and melodies Du Bois cites work to etherealize his portrait of
the Hall, the bricks materialize it, all the way down to the “blood and dust of toil” of their own
making, and of the Black Belt labor that the spirituals transfigure and memorialize. It’s as if that
“crimson soil” exposed by poor farming practices in the Black Belt has made its own way up
from slavery to the black University: transformed by slavery’s alchemy first into songs that, as
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cultural commodities, then turn into the money needed to buy building materials molded and
fired from the red clay of Tennessee—the state where Du Bois first planted himself after leaving
the Northern heights of Massachusetts.
Finally, there is the telltale syntactic ambiguity of Du Bois’s phrase, “out of them,”
whose referent is just unclear enough to invite speculation. Common sense might point to the
songs as the antecedent source of the “bursts of wonderful melody full of the voices of my
brothers and sisters, full of the voices of the past,” but the rules of grammar point to the bricks
themselves as the uncanny sources of the music: sounding soil, envoiced clay, carrying
resonances of the African American ancestors who sought to build better lives on Southern earth.
For Houston Baker, it’s “the extraordinary merging in this passage of university, song, blood and
dust of toil, and bonded voices of black folk brothers and sisters [that] signals the real
topography of DuBois’s [sic] landscape,” in which art and agriculture come together in the
material erection of Jubilee Hall (65).81 The historical marker placed outside Jubilee Hall in 1976
invokes the aesthetic vocabulary of German Romanticism in celebrating the building’s
architecture as “‘frozen music,’”82 but Michael G. Cartwright reminds us that the term refers
more specifically to the “style of brickwork” on display there, which “gestures to the musicality
of the group of singers it was designed to commemorate” (90). As Cartwright explains, viewers
“notice the way in which the vertical and horizontal lines of the building appear to move despite
the fact that the bricks and mortar are set.” Soil made remarkable and artistic, the bricks of
Jubilee Hall represent the metamorphosis of Southern earth into architectural music.
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Cheryl Wall argues, “the power of the music is tangible, literally so in the construction of Jubilee Hall.
Figuratively, its power continues to preserve the spirits of the dispossessed, even in places like Dougherty County”
(225).
82
My thanks go to the Fisk Special Collections Librarian who provided this information for me, from the Fiskiana
Collection. The librarian also suggested that the Tennessee Historical Commission chose the language for this
marker, although it’s unclear why they chose to incorporate the “frozen music” trope.
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Robert Stepto calls Jubilee Hall both “the stuff of symbolic geography” and “a locusspecific structure,” whose clay architecture grounds it in Deep South roots (91). “To see Jubilee
Hall,” he suggests, “is to know why the Sorrow Songs are alternately called Jubilee Songs, and
to glimpse the Afro-American genius loci” on Southern ground. More broadly, Stepto remarks of
Souls: “The narrative's symbolic geography is, above all, a remarkable expression of how AfroAmericans have persistently constructed real and imagined dominions, responding to spatial
expressions of oppressing social structures which are always configurations and manifestations
of the color line” (91). Topographical in form as well as theme, Du Bois’s singing book amounts
to an agronomy manual for the cultivation of African American being: its differing
configurations and manifestations, its high planes and low valleys, and above all its soils of black
folk.
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CHAPTER THREE
“THE WET DUST OF THE BONES”: ZORA NEALE HURSTON AND THE FERTILITY OF
PHOSPHORIC FLORIDA
Dat lan’ y’all talkin’ ’bout might do, if you give it plenty commercialnal
– Mules and Men (1935)
You don’t know Polk County like I do/ Anybody been there, tell you the same thing, too.
Who put out dat lie, it was supposed to last forever?
– Dust Tracks on a Road (1942)

On 1 May 1928, in a letter postmarked “Mulberry, Fla.,” Zora Neale Hurston wrote to her friend
and fellow author Langston Hughes, letting him know that she was “[o]ff to the phosphate mines
for the day,” anticipating: “Shall be here sometime [sic] I think” (Kaplan, 117). By this point,
Hurston was in the middle of her second ethnographic exploration into the folkways of Florida, a
place that she described in a 1938 WPA project, The Florida Negro, as a “sort of culture delta.”83
“Florida is lush in material,” Hurston surmised, “because the State attracts such a variety of
workers to its industries” (875). Indeed, many of us may already be familiar with the region’s
appealing employment opportunities, as they are represented by Hurston through the itinerant
laborers (including Janie Crawford and Vergible “Tea Cake” Woods) who migrate across the
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The first of these visits took place in 1927, for which Hurston was awarded $1,400 by Carter G. Woodson and the
Association for the Study of Negro Life and History. “Oh I got a few little items,” she recalls in Dust Tracks on a
Road. “But compared with what I did later, not enough to make a flea a waltzing jacket” (687). The trip in 1928 was
funded by Charlotte Osgood Mason – Godmother. Based on the postmarks in Zora Neale Hurston: A Life in Letters,
this excursion started in March 1928 and ended around June/July. The Florida Negro was never officially finished
or published at the time as part of the FWP, but has since been collected in various places such as the Library of
America’s Zora Neale Hurston: Folklore, Memoirs, & Other Writing, along with its own volume, which also
incorporates work done by James Weldon Johnson and Augusta Savage toward the project.
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Everglades looking for seasonal work in the author’s 1937 novel Their Eyes Were Watching
God. We might also recall Hurston’s interest in the folklore and work songs of those employed
by the turpentine and lumbering industries of the Sunshine State, the former of which, as Edward
Mellilo reminds us, was the state’s “third most valuable” during the postbellum era. At the turn
of the century however, “the state’s phosphate exports surpassed turpentine in annual wealth,”
and by 1910, Florida was producing “nearly 79 percent of the nation’s phosphate,” with
companies in the state providing jobs to “more than 62 percent of the workers in the U.S.
phosphorus fertilizer industry” (6). In addition to this, “Bone Valley” –the central hub of
phosphate mining in the state, so named because of the abundance of fossilized marine life in the
area – spans an incredible 1.3 million acres of land, so it is little wonder that Hurston knew that
exploring this environment and the culture it generated would take her “sometime” (see “Florida
Department of Environmental Protection”). How then do we account for the dearth of critical
study on the presence of this industry in the author’s canon? Admittedly, there are few direct
scenes in Hurston’s ethnographic or literary oeuvre where she interacts with phosphate miners –
just under twenty pages in Chapter Ten of Mules and Men is spent gathering folktales in Pierce,
Polk County, before Big Sweet hails Hurston back to the Loughman sawmill much nearer to the
Osceola county line – and certainly the profession is discussed in far less detail than that of the
lumbering or turpentine businesses, even though the epistolary evidence that Hurston went to the
mines is clear from the letter to Hughes. Yet, I would argue that the influence of this extractive
economy can still be found in Hurston’s work, if we just take the time to look more closely for it,
using the phosphate-endowed soil of Bone Valley as an ecological matrix through which to
reposition the geography of scholarly interest in Hurston.
As the Florida Industrial and Phosphate Research Institute’s (FIPRI) “Phosphate
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Primer” makes clear, phosphate is not only a key chemical for agriculture but also an “essential
mineral” for “living matter.” The primer cites the following examples of its key role in sustaining
life:
•

Giving shape to DNA (deoxyribonucleic acid), which is a blueprint of genetic
information contained in every living cell. A sugar-phosphate backbone forms the
helical structure of every DNA molecule.

•

Playing a vital role in the way living matter provides energy for biochemical
reactions in cells.

•

The forming and strengthening of bones and teeth. (n.p.)

The primer reminds us of the humus/human connection cited in earlier chapters, as we are
evidently more chemically akin to the organic matter of fertile soil than we might realize; indeed,
the calcium phosphates in our own bones and teeth release some level of phosphorus back into
the earth when we decompose, as the prehistoric remains of Bone Valley also show. Phosphate
also directly affected a number of the other state trades during Hurston’s lifetime, as the Soil
Survey of Polk County, Florida explains: “A very important aid in the production of citrus fruits
was the introduction of commercial fertilizer, which made citrus-fruit growing possible on the
high pinelands where frost damage was least” (5). Understanding the Floridian phosphatefertilizer industry, then, allows us to return to Hurston’s texts with a much deeper sense of their
interconnected environmental and labor-based ecologies. As I will demonstrate, Hurston uses the
distinctively phosphate-rich soils of Florida to illustrate both literally and figuratively the
creative energy of the state and, in turn, the culture and livelihoods of its African American
residents.
The chapter begins with a brief section on the historic and geologic context of phosphoric
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Florida to situate how Bone Valley came to be the central site for phosphate excavation within
North America. Using the 1939 WPA Guide on the state, upon which Hurston worked as part of
the Federal Writer’s Project, I suggest that the author’s keen insight into the properties of
Floridian soil enable her to make subtle references in her own literary work which render the
pebbly Bone Valley gravel remarkable, offering a kind of paratext to the government agency’s
reference book. Understanding what furnishes the substrata bed of limestone in the region
engenders a reading that considers what Florida soil is made of, accounting for the different
types of skeletal remains that populate these geological layers, and demonstrating Hurston’s own
knowledge of the role this ossified matter plays in matters of soil fertilization. Following this
section with a close analysis of Hurston’s short story “The Gilded Six Bits” allows me to engage
with one of the largest commercial byproducts of the phosphate industry, as the tale conveys a
young Florida couple’s attempt to furnish a decent domestic life for themselves under the
capitalist shadow of a large fertilizer factory. Touching upon the creative power of African
American gardening as it relates to the establishment of place, I suggest that descriptions of the
couple’s tended yard allow Hurston to manipulate multiply suggestive valences of fertility and
reproduction, in order to examine a living culture of African American experience on Florida soil
directly supported by the fertilizer trade. Reading this alongside the story’s subplots of adultery
and ambiguous paternity connects the potential futurity of phosphate lands to the birth of the
couple’s new child. The procreative ending of this particular story also points to the relationship
between commercial fertilizer and global population growth following the invention of the Haber
Bosch process in 1905, which allowed fertilizer to be produced on a much wider industrial scale.
In this context, Joe’s job at the G and G Fertilizer works in “The Gilded Six Bits” can be read as
Hurston’s attempt to make the phosphate fertilizer industry part of the larger story of (black)
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modernity in the US South, simultaneously demonstrating the centrality of agriculture in this
pursuit.
Travelling chronologically through Hurston’s canon, I move on to the author’s 1934
novel Jonah’s Gourd Vine to examine how Reverend John Pearson’s use of Ezekiel 37 in his
preaching of a Dry Bones sermon may allegorize the literal geologic Bone Valley of Florida.
How, I argue, does this particular scripture bring hope to the Eatonville-Sanford community of
the text, whose agricultural economy is suffering from abandoned farms and rundown fields?
How can we read the Dry Bones of Ezekiel against the phosphate-rich fossilized remains that in
turn might fertilize this parish with hope? Though the reference may be fleeting, I demonstrate
that it offers us another place in which to view Hurston’s interaction with the phosphate-fertilizer
trade. The project proceeds to combine Tour 2 of the WPA Guide (a section that is likely to have
come from Hurston’s own hand) with the author’s 1935 text Mules and Men, as well as her
understudied 1944 play Polk County, to explore how references to Mulberry –hub of the Florida
phosphate industry and now home to the Mulberry Phosphate Museum – can further illuminate
our understanding of the lived experiences surrounding the more extractive side of the industry,
particularly in light of the 1919 Mulberry miners’ strike, referenced in the WPA’s description of
the town. Focusing particularly on the infamous character Ella Wall, a Mulberry resident who
appears in both of these texts, I examine how the widespread jook joint reputation of Wall might
be read in light of the phosphate industry located in the town she is associated with and the
complex interactions between different industries and their associated labor forces located in
Polk County. Reading these later works in Hurston’s career also allows us to see how the
author’s viewpoint of the phosphate-fertilizer industry evolved as the Great Depression
progressed – beginning with the more optimistic portrayal of the Banks family in “The Gilded
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Six Bits,” but soon presenting a much starker account of the harsh violence and transient
circumstances of phosphate labor. Tracing the highs and lows of this work feeds into a narrative
of environmental depletion and economic decline among the phosphate mining communities of
Polk County, a downturn which began in the 1930s. By exploring how Hurston connects this
particular Florida commerce to the pursuit of African American domestic livelihood and a sense
of futurity for the race, and how her account of these issues shifts as we move from 1928 to
1942, I suggest that the author was keenly attuned to the ecological and racial consequences of
extractive industry, and just as interested in how the inextricable futures of both phosphate
mining and the lives of human beings might be sustained in the environmental long term.
Slumbering Skeletons
“Geological information on Florida is not to be obtained from mountains,” the 1939 WPA Guide
to the state explains, but rather “from strata thousands of feet below the surface” (19). “Primarily
an offspring of the sea and bearing the marks of its marine parentage, the plateau was built up
largely during the most recent of the five geologic eras; it is the youngest part of the United
States, a land infant but 45,000,000 years old” (14). This “marine parentage” refers to the period
when the Florida peninsula was still shallowly submerged beneath the sea, as sediment built up
on the basement rocks, “composed for the most part of the skeletons of microscopic sea animals”
(15). These tiny creatures, “some too small to be seen by the naked eye, lived and died by the
millions in tropic waters. While alive they were protected by shells of lime; when they died the
shells sank to the floor of the ocean to form layers of limestone, each hundreds of feet thick,”
creating Florida’s distinctive limestone-based soil strata. The Ocala limestone soil type, for
example – despite its name – stretches from its eponymous location in central Florida as far
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south as the Withlacoochee River, which originates from a swamp just east of Polk City, Polk
County. It is “the oldest exposed sediment in the State,” dating from the Eocene geological
epoch, and often contains the foraminifera that were so plentiful in the stratified formation of the
Florida plateau. At the same time, “fossil coral, sea urchins, molluscs, and occasionally a
vertebrate sea mammal known as Zeuglodon, an early ancestor of the whale,” can also be found
within this “pure-white to cream-colored granular rock” (16). Soil based on limestone and
phosphate formations is often extremely fertile. As previously cited, phosphorus is one of the
essential nutrients for soil health, and so the surrounding humus of the Bone Valley is often
phosphorus-rich thanks to the release of this mineral from the fossilized remains as they
decomposed. Limestone is a soil conditioner and can be used to neutralize more acidic terrain, so
it is a helpful mineral for agricultural use; it is also a common domestic building material in
roofing, cement, blocks, and carving.
It seems likely to me that Hurston contributed to this particular section of the WPA Guide
to Florida – “Geology and Paleontology” – for a number of reasons. For a start, on June 16,
1938, she wrote to Dr. Carita Doggett Corse, the Florida director of the Federal Writer’s Project,
to enquire whether it would be “possible for you to get enough expense money for me to visit the
phosphate country around Bartow and Lakeland” as part of a research trip to make sound
recordings for the FWP.84 “It would be to the great advantage of the project if this could be
done,” she added (Kaplan, 415). Hurston knew that these phosphate locations would be
worthwhile for the Guide because, as we know from the letter to Hughes, she had visited them
before. Clearly, Hurston wanted to record folk songs down at the mines to capture the human
vitality of the laborers there, but she was also keenly aware of the paleontological importance of
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By way of proving her credentials to Doggett Corse, Hurston mentioned similar work she had previously done
with the Lomax family.
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the area, as a letter to Alain Locke (written again from Mulberry, Florida, in 1928) makes clear.
“I am sending you under separate cover two vertebra [sic] of pre-historic sea animals,” Hurston
writes:
These were taken from the phosphate mines here about fifty feet below the surface of the
ground. I believe the huge phosphate deposits in this state are the sites of sea animal
graveyards before the Quartenary when Florida is believed to have emerged from the sea.
Perhaps the rising land trapped great numbers of fish in deep depressions where they died
as the water evaporated. You can see by comparison with present day fish that the bones
are fish bones and not mammal. But what fish! You can do as you like about them—
either give them to the Geological Dept. or keep them. Is Prof. Shuh [sic] still there?
(Kaplan, 119)
Here Hurston flexes her well-informed knowledge of the difference between fish and mammal
bones, as well as her understanding of the land history of Florida as described in the “Geology
and Paleontology” section of the WPA Guide. She accurately describes how the bones came to be
in these deposits, signaling the proximity of phosphorus reserves “about fifty feet below the
surface of the ground,” significantly closer to the surface than in the soils of industry-rival South
Carolina.85 Still, Hurston’s use of the epochal term “Quartenary” suggests more than a common
level of understanding of geology, as does her specific reference to “Prof. Shuh.” Richard Edwin
Schuh was Professor of Biology and Geology at Howard University, where Locke was employed
in the English/ Philosophy departments and where Hurston earned her associate degree in 1920.
She clearly wanted to ensure that the fossils remained in good hands.
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Melillo elaborates on why Florida would achieve greater success than South Carolina in the long run: “Florida's
labor costs were lower, its phosphate deposits were more extensive and closer to the surface, and the concentrations
of phosphate in its rock formations were higher than elsewhere” (5).
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There were other reasons why the fossils caught people’s attention in the context of the
phosphate-fertilizer trade. As the WPA Guide explains, “The Bone Valley and Alachua contain a
great number of land-animal bones and phosphatic material from the Hawthorn decayedphosphate deposits, such as calcium phosphate, calcium carbonate, and other minerals, derived
from the fossil remains of extinct land and water animals” (17). Phosphorus and bone matter, as
we have already seen, are inextricably linked biologically and chemically, and just as connected
in the history of the phosphate fertilizer industry.86 In 1840, the German scientist Justus von
Liebig began experimenting with the application of sulfuric acid to bones, in order to extract
superphosphate of lime and apply it to growing crops. Liebig’s attempts did not turn out to be
commercially viable, as it was discovered that plants could not absorb the phosphorus from this
mixture correctly, but his valuable work on fertilizer encouraged other scientists in the field to
keep trying. As the FIPRI explains, Liebig’s foundational study “stimulated John Bennett Lawes,
an Englishman, to treat coprolites, a phosphorus bearing ore fairly abundant in Great Britain,
with sulfuric acid, and to test the resultant phosphate as a plant nutrient.” Lawes was an
agronomist who founded the Rothamstead Experimental Station in Hertfordshire with his
research partner J. H. Gilbert (n.p.). Two decades after patenting their “superphosphate” process,
“the British were producing 150,000 tons a year,” a steady advance in the global fertilizer
market, until “the discovery of sources of mineral phosphates – rich deposits of rock phosphate
in South Carolina in 1867 and in Florida in 1887,” findings that provided the United States with
“the opportunity to take the lead in the mining of rock phosphates and the production of
superphosphate – a lead which has been maintained ever since” (n.p.).
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Paleontologists have tried making the most of such circumstances. As the WPA Guide explains, “Usually the
expense of such operations has made geological research in the State an incident of commercial enterprise, as in the
deep-well borings of Marion County. Thus only intermittently have geologists been able to study that part of the
earth’s history written in the rocks, soils, and waters of Florida” (19).
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Actually, rock phosphate had been unearthed in Florida in 1881, or more accurately,
stumbled upon by accident. According to Dr. Jay Shrader of Bartow, Florida, writing in 1891:
In the winter of 1881, the chief engineer of a detachment of the engineer corps, United
States army [Captain J Francis LeBaron] was engaged with his party in making surveys
for a canal from the headwaters of the Johns river to Charlotte harbor; and it was while
thus engaged, and when surveying Peace river, that he made the discovery of Florida's
hidden treasures. (qtd. in Wright, 39)
These were treasures in two senses, as Shrader elaborates: “appreciating the scientific as well as
commercial importance of his discovery, [LeBaron] sent 9 barrels and boxes of fossils to Prof.
Baird of the Smithsonian Institute” (Wright, 39). Analysis of these remains revealed good levels
of phosphate, but other Army commitments kept LeBaron from visiting Peace River again until
1886. This time he had a number of pebble deposits examined in an attempt to convince
investors to buy up land in the area, but – despite the high phosphate content of the samples –
capitalists were not convinced. In the meantime, hard rock phosphate, which had first been found
in 1880 by Dr. A. C. Simmons, took the lead, with the boom in trade influenced by Albertus
Vogt’s discovery of particularly high-grade phosphate bearing rock in Dunnellon, Florida. This
left the pebble phosphate sources of Bone Valley out in the cold until the end of the decade,
when Colonel T. S. Moorhead began investing in the area, forming the Arcadia Phosphate
Company, which was quickly followed by the De Soto Phosphate Company in Zolfo Springs,
Hardee County, and Peace River Phosphate Company – also located in Arcadia – all formed
between 1886 and 1888. In 1892, Joseph Hull, head of the commercial fertilizer company Comer
& Hull based in Savannah, Georgia, purchased 50% of the shares in Peace River Phosphate, and
in 1894 consolidated all of the aforementioned companies into the conglomerate Peace River
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Phosphate Mining Company. As Melillo rightly describes, “Boomtown fortunes financed rapid
growth,” and by 1895, Florida was “home to 400 rock-phosphate mining companies,” thanks in
large part to the phosphate deposits of Bone Valley, “among the richest and most accessible
anywhere on earth” (4-5). The exploitation of such mineral riches, and the way in which they
converted Floridian soil into tangible wealth, leads us to Hurston’s first fictional engagement
with the phosphate-fertilizer industry, her 1933 short story “The Gilded Six Bits.”
Fertilizer in Florida
According to John Wharton Lowe, “The Gilded Six Bits” “concerns a young married couple,
Missie May and Joe Banks, who create a clean, sunny, happy home out of ordinary ingredients”
(75). I would pressure us however, to consider more deeply what those “ordinary ingredients”
actually are. The story’s opening, “It was a Negro yard around a Negro house in a Negro
settlement that looked to the payroll of the G and G Fertilizer works for its support” (985),
suggests that Missie May and Joe live in a purpose-built community for African American
fertilizer factory employees, much like the factory towns of the phosphate industry in Bone
Valley. Although this particular story is set in Hurston’s traditional Eatonville, northeast of the
Bone Valley nucleus of the phosphate industry, the subject matter of the tale nevertheless reflects
the influence of phosphate mining in Florida by representing the production of its main
commercial derivative (fertilizer) just beyond Polk County. Moreover, the “payroll” of the G &
G fertilizer plant, along with its phosphate-infused byproducts, acts as the main ingredient that
supports the livelihood of the Banks family, a central emphasis of this domestic tale that most
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Hurston critics – when they even touch upon the story in the first place – have neglected to
explore fully.87
Traces of fertilizer spread throughout the story, subtly dusting the narrative with fecund
vitality. That front yard, for example, “was parted in the middle by a sidewalk from gate to doorstep, a sidewalk edged on either side by quart bottles driven neck down into the ground on a
slant. A mess of homey flowers planted without a plan but blooming cheerily from their helterskelter places” (985). The seemingly unplanned locations and “helter-skelter places” of the
flowers remind us how African Americans impart their own cultural sense of creativity onto
garden space, with botanical visions that may not adhere to the manicured strictures of European
tradition.88 This is echoed by the later description of the yard “raked so that the strokes of the
rake would make a pattern,” another artistic response to the natural world (985). That these
plants spring up in something of “a mess” further implies the inherent fertility of the Banks’
garden, which in turn reflects the prosperous terms of Joe’s employment. What’s more, the
chaotic arrangement may reflect a biotic advantage, since a “disarray of plants also create[s] a
diversity that reduce[s] opportunities for weeds and pests to take hold” (Glave, 117). As
Kimberly Smith suggests, “rebuilding the black home [post-Emancipation] meant expressing
blacks’ own ideals of life,” and as such, “domestic activities like gardening should not be aimed
at mimicking the white middle class; rather, they should be means to develop and teach to the
family” those black ideals (94). In addition, as Lowe points out, “the bottles stuck along the walk
are African survivalisms […] connected with providing lodging places for the spirits of the
A recent short film adaptation inexplicably transferred the location to Virginia and had Joe working in a ham
factory peppering the meat, removing much of the significance of the story.
88
Hurston was a keen gardener herself, as Scott Hicks points out: “In the yard that surrounded her rented house in
Eau Gallie, Florida, she planted butterfly ginger, pink verbena, and papaya and put an ornamental garden around an
artesian spring. She writes in a letter: ‘Now, you p[e]rhaps question why I am putting so much into this place where
I now live. I have a chance to buy it. [ . . . ] Somehow, this one spot on earth feels like home to me. I have always
intended to come back here. That is why I am doing so much to make a go of it’” (121).
87
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ancestors, a type of communal art form […] that seems vital to racial health in Hurston’s
fiction,” and that allows the Bankses to incorporate elements of African heritage into the
(agri)culture of their American home and thereby to foster their own wellbeing there (75).89 The
Bankses seem to practice a version of the black agrarianism laid out by Smith, who argues that
for African Americans, “possessing the land means coming into contact with the creative energy
animating nature, and letting that vital force guide cultural production” (9). Even if Missie May
and Joe do live in lodging provided by the fertilizer factory, then, this initial description of their
front garden still suggests a significant degree of agency over their life and an intimate claim to
their homeplace. This lifestyle resembles that described in the FIPRI’s account of phosphate
mining neighborhoods, where “[r]ent was very low and all services such as electricity, water and
garbage collection were provided for a nominal fee. In most communities it was the
responsibility of the tenants to improve and maintain their own yards” (n.p.).
Significantly, Missie May doesn’t have to work outside the home; she cleans and tidies,
shops for the household, and makes sure that Joe’s meals are nutritious and ready for her factory
man when he gets back from work. Nor does she appear to take in any outside work such as
laundering, like Delia Jones in Hurston’s earlier short story “Sweat.” Not many African
American women (nor other minority, low-income women) would have had the opportunity to
be based at home in this way during the Depression. Her position stresses the decent livelihood
that a single-income family is able to enjoy on the wages paid by the fertilizer industry, and the
importance of this home being (nominally) the Bankses’ own. When Nancy Chinn and Elizabeth
Dunn point out that “Hurston protects her characters from the harshest aspects of the
89

This ancestral connection also reminds us of Alice Walker, a central figure in the critical re-appreciation of Zora
Neale Hurston, whose essay “In Search of Our Mothers Gardens” celebrates the creative power of African
American women who put their artistic energy into gardening: “it is to my mother—and all our mothers who were
not famous—that I went in search of the secret of what has fed that muzzled and often mutilated, but vibrant,
creative spirit that the black woman has inherited, and that pops out in wild and unlikely places to this day” (406).
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Depression” (778), we could alternately observe that it’s Joe’s secure, remunerative employment
at the plant that provides this protection.90 In fact, it may be precisely because of soil that his job
is so assured, as the “crisis of soil erosion came to a head in the ‘dirty thirties,’” becoming “a
major environmental factor in the Great Depression,” and thus increasing the demand for
artificial fertilizers (Knepper, 265).
Still, Chinn and Dunn do highlight that “the Depression made small change important,”
as “entrepreneurs found many new ways—punch boards, chain letters, jukeboxes, comic books,
and pinball machines—to separate individuals from their nickels and dimes” (778). Joe and
Missie May appear to enjoy participating in commercial culture in these new ways, as evidenced
by Missie May’s love of gifts as well as their trip to the ice-cream shop. Joe, that is, chooses to
separate himself from his money by reinvesting it in his marriage, in the form of little payday
treats for his wife. The fact that Joe works for actual cash wages that he can spend in a store
outside of the fertilizer community, rather than (like many a southern milltown employee of the
1930s) for scrip that can only be exchanged at a company-run commissary, also underscores the
couple’s personal and financial autonomy. This economic independence and flexibility allow Joe
to “fertilize” the consumer economy of central Florida in his own ways, including jaunts to
Orlando to spend his factory pay.
This aura of domestic sufficiency and nourishment also suffuses the lighthearted
romantic game that Missie May and Joe play with each other every payday. In the middle of
taking a bath, Missie May hears “men’s voices in the distance” and glances at the (dollar) clock,
realizing that Joe is returning home from work and she is “behind time” (985). Such male voices
suggest that Joe walks home with friends from the workplace to their purpose-built settlement,

“The Banks’ are not poor sharecroppers, nor are they affected by the dust bowl, nor does Joe lose his job, as one
in four Americans had by 1932” (Chinn and Dunn 778).
90
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one that clearly generates a sense of shared community. Missie May’s leisurely wash once more
indicates that her time, like Joe’s, is her own.91 Then, before Missie May
could tie her slippers, there came the ring of singing metal on wood. Nine times.
Missie May grinned with delight. She had not seen the big tall man come stealing in the
gate and creep up the walk grinning hazily at the joyful mischief he was about to commit.
But she knew that it was her husband throwing silver dollars in the door for her to pick up
and pile beside her plate at dinner. It was this way every Saturday afternoon.
The nine dollars hurled into the open door, he scurried to a hiding place behind the cape
jasmine bush and waited.
Missie May promptly appeared at the door in mock alarm.
“Who dat chunkin’ money in mah do’way,” she demanded. No answer from the
yard. She leaped off the porch and began to search the shrubbery. She peeped under the
porch hung over the gate to look up and down the road. While she did this, the man
behind the jasmine darted to the china berry tree. She spied him and gave him chase.
“Nobody ain’t gonter be chunkin’ money at me and Ah not do ’em nothin’,” she
shouted in mock anger. He ran around the house with Missie May at his heels. (985-986)
In this erotic ritual, the money that Joe makes in the fertilizer factory literally fertilizes, enriches
the life of, the couple’s parcel of land. He throws money into the entranceway of their house
while using the garden as a hiding place for this romantic sport, moving from “cape jasmine
bush” to “china berry tree” in a way that at once reminds us that the yard is blossoming with
diverse plants and additionally suggests he may be pollinating them himself with his own sheer
vitality and procreative promise. That promise comes out in the open when Missie May finally
91

See the episode in Up From Slavery with Booker T. Washington and the clock in the factory, for instance.
Mastered by the Clock: Time, Slavery and Freedom in the American South by Mark Smith also offers insightful
reading on this topic.
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catches up with her husband at the kitchen door and locks her lover “in a rough and tumble.”
“For several minutes the two were a furious mass of male and female energy. Shouting,
laughing, twisting, turning, tussling, tickling each other in the ribs.” “‘Missie May, take yo’ hand
out mah pocket!’” Joe shouts “between laughs,” delighted at the way the sexual nature of the
chase converges with Missie May’s economic desire for the fruits of Joe’s labor. Suggestively,
the sexual heat generated by the couple lies in the long thermal shadow of the plant, the heat
generated in the physical manufacture of fertilizer. Missie May’s exclamation that “Ah knowed
you had somethin’ for me in yo’ clothes,” as she finds the candy kisses Joe has hidden within the
outfit he wears to work only further emphasizes the suggestion of her husband’s potency and its
connection to his job (986).
Although these molasses kisses appear to be an integral part of the weekly routine, Joe
invests in other small gifts for his wife which seem to have more variety; suggesting the
multiple-pocketed nature of utility pants, Joe lets Missie May rifle around until she finds all of
the other little treats he has purchased this week. “She bore off the chewing gum, the cake of
sweet soap, the pocket handkerchief, as if she had wrested them from him, as if they had not
been bought for the sake of this friendly battle” (986-987). Not only are these items bought
specifically for the enactment of this romantic ritual, but none of the things Missie May finds are
what could be considered necessities; rather, they are tokens that go toward Joe’s expression of
his love for her, an excess accumulation of his wages from the factory, we might say. The gifts
show off the Bankses’ disposable income for reader and local community alike. Evoking Hannah
Arendt and Karl Marx, Patricia Yaeger focuses on the transformative power of Joe’s wages to
dissolve into such commodity forms: “What’s fascinating about Hurston’s story is her
reinvention of Joe’s silver dollars as objects that have an erotic use-value […] as if the game
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between Missie May and Joe recovers, in its reinvention of these playful coins, the ‘masses of
crystallized labor time’ Joe has expended on the night shift at the G and G Fertilizer works” –
transforming phosphate into tangible products that fertilize an African American relationship and
romantic future (207-208).92 Joe’s ready cash thus allows the couple to participate in the
purchase and enjoyment of created objects under capitalism, rather than just contributing to their
creation, and in this sense his labor is (relatively) unalienated. Whether or not the couple use G
and G Fertilizer on their own garden, the abstraction of Joe’s work into wages fertilizes the
couple’s lives in a different way, enabling them to pursue the modern conceit of leisure time and
the non-essential items promoted by a burgeoning commercial world.
After their ample Saturday dinner of “hot fried mullet” accompanied by a “big pitcher of
buttermilk, beaded with pale drops of butter from the churn” “crackling bread, ham hock atop a
mound of string beans and new potatoes, and […] a pone of spicy potato pudding,” Joe
announces an evening surprise to his wife: “We goin’ down de road a lil piece t’night so you go
put on yo’ Sunday-go-to-meetin’ things. […] We goin’ to de ice cream parlor” (987). It’s worth
remembering that many less well-off laborers during this period would have subsisted on
nutrient-poor, unvaried diets, pejoratively dubbed the three M’s: meat, meal and molasses (see
Goldberger and Sydenstricker). The Bankses dine decidedly higher on the hog than that.
Moreover, their hearty meal may carry the material traces of the local fertilizer product directly,
since this kind of modern compost often treated soil used for vegetable crops such as beans and
potatoes, having displaced more natural manure such as pig waste (possibly suggested by the
ham hock).
“Where de ice cream parlor at, Joe?” Missie May asks, emphasizing the relative newness

92

Hildegard Hoeller makes similar arguments in her article “Racial Currency: Zora Neale Hurston’s ‘The Gilded
Six Bits’ and the Gold Standard Debate.”
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of the establishment in the community. “Who de man done it?” “Mister Otis D. Slemmons, of
spots and places—Memphis, Chicago, Jacksonville, Philadelphia and so on,” Joe answers,
accentuating the cosmopolitan modernity of this man-about-town, to which Missie May responds
in surprise: “Dat heavy-set man wid his mouth full of gold teethes? […] Ah went down to de sto’
tuh git a-box-of lye and Ah’seen im standin’ on de corner talkin’ to some of de mens” (988).93
Like many scholars, Laura Dawkins reads Slemmons through the predominating theme of
money, in particular the different specie forms it takes in “The Gilded Six Bits.” Slemmons, she
suggests, has “taken on the cold metallic appearance of his own currency” (11-12). Indeed, as
Joe reminds Missie May on their way home from the parlor: “He’s got a five-dollar gold piece
for a stick-pin and he got a ten-dollar gold piece on his watch chain and his mouf is jes’
crammed full of gold teethes.” “Whut make it so cool,” Joe opines, is that Slemmons “got money
’cumulated” (989). Norman German reads the otherwise exalted “cool” nature of Slemmons as
indicative of “frigidity, transient love (lust), insubstantial nourishment, frivolity, and ultimately
sterility”: traits that (aside from perhaps frivolity) appear in direct contrast to the Bankses (12).
Reading the two men in the context of the phosphate fertilizer industry enhances such
analysis. We could start with the fact of Slemmons’ mouth full of gilded crowns, which – apart
from ostentatiously showing off his wealth – might also suggest a low level of dietary
phosphorus, an element that along with calcium helps aid the formation of strong bones and
teeth. Rather than focusing on the cold temperatures necessary for Slemmons’ business, we
might also read his sterility through another of the key components in ice-cream freezing: salt.
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A number of critics have read this element of “The Gilded Six Bits” as a critique of migration. Lillie P. Howard
for example, writes that the story “clearly shows that the promises of the city—to which blacks were flocking by the
thousands during the Great Migration of the early part of the century, and indeed throughout the Harlem
Renaissance—were often gilded. The city, be it New York, Pittsburgh, Chicago (from which Slemmons hailed), etc.,
promised hope and opportunity. Promises were deferred, however; the land of opportunity became a vicious jungle,
and blacks were thrown back upon themselves. They were able to compare the pastoral, the rural, natural folk
experience with the urban experience, and they found the urban experience lacking” (70). Perhaps such
disillusionments are behind Slemmons’s reverse migration to Florida.
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Although some forms of non-organic fertilizer such as ammonium nitrate and ammonium sulfate
can look like salt, sodium chloride itself is a soil-killer that prevents plants from absorbing the
nutrients they need. Slemmons’s dependence on salt thus places him as the polar opposite of
fertilizer factory worker Joe.94 In this respect, Missie May’s description of Joe as built like “a
pine tree,” an indigenous life form springing autochthonously and ever-green from the
phosphate-rich soils of central Florida, further underscores his vitality, locality, and strength.
And where Slemmons is “cool,” Joe is associated with warmth, as the production of erotic
energy in his tussle with Missie May reveals. So does his connection with solar energy: Joe
comes home from the night shift to Missie with the “dying dawn” (990), to rekindle their life
with the rising sun. Like a pine tree, perhaps, he needs sunlight to create the ingredients of
bountiful living.
Since so much of the story has been framed with reference to Joe’s job, it is no surprise
that the narrative crisis of “The Gilded Six Bits” – Missie May’s affair with Slemmons – is
exposed because of an unscheduled change at the factory. “One night around eleven the acid ran
out at the G. and G. The foreman knocked off the crew and let the steam die down” (990). The
breakdown at the fertilizer factory, the most extended description of work inside the facility in
the entire story, foreshadows a parallel breakdown in the production of fertility within Joe and
Missie May’s marriage, as the couple is about to lose one of the key components of the
relationship: trust. Rambling home from the factory early, Joe muses on the moon’s reflection in
the lake, thinking about his wife and their future together:
Creation obsessed him. He thought about children. They had been married more than a
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This deceptive appearance is referenced in William Melvin Kelley’s novel A Different Drummer as Tucker
Caliban prepares to desert his farm: “Tucker was putting the salt on his field, and so we all went out there, all of us
on the porch and some Negroes too, and watched him all afternoon. He made the field so it looked all white like he
put fertilizer on it, but it weren’t that, it was salt” (65).
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year now. They had money put away. They ought to be making little feet for shoes. A
little boy child would be about right. He saw a dim light in the bedroom and decided to
come in through the kitchen door. He could wash the fertilizer dust off himself before
presenting himself to Missie May. (991)
Joe’s preoccupation with “creation” once more suggests his job has rubbed off on him, a
connection emphasized further by the (in several senses) seminal image of the “fertilizer dust”
that covers him here. Joe’s decision to enter “through the kitchen door” is presented in deliberate
opposition to his preferred route through the open porch to signify a disruption in routine, while
Hurston also ensures that Joe is thinking about having children with Missie May at the very
moment he walks in on his wife’s indiscretion: “There was a quick, large movement in the
bedroom. A rustle, a thud, and a stealthy silence. The light went out” (991). A lighted match,
however, reveals Slemmons “fighting with his breeches” and thus the full extent of the situation
(991). Attempting to be calm and kind, Joe gives Slemmons a chance to put on his clothing and
go, but “his fury overrode his intentions,” and he sucker-punches Slemmons so hard that the
intruder flies out of the open kitchen door through which Joe had just come. “Joe found himself
alone with Missie May, with [Slemmons’s] golden watch charm clutched in his left fist. A short
bit of broken chain dangled between his fingers” (992). The hours go “past on their rusty
ankles,” and Missie May is “wrung dry of sobs,” running out of fluid just like the fertilizer
factory earlier that night (992).
In spite of Joe’s efforts to remain cordial, the energetic spark of the marriage seems to
dissipate almost immediately: “There were no more Saturday romps. No ringing silver dollars to
stack beside her plate. No pockets to rifle. In fact the yellow coin in his trousers was like a
monster hiding in the cave of his pockets to destroy her,” the token evidence of Missie May’s
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adultery nestling in the now barren pockets of Joe’s pants, where once his little presents used to
be (993). Just as an interruption at the factory was connected with the disturbance in the Banks’
marriage, however, so too does another departure from schedule factor in to the couple’s
reconciliation: “One night Joe came home around midnight and complained of pains in the
back,” no doubt related to the heavy manual labor of his job. “He asked Missie to rub him down
with liniment” (994), which in turn allows Missie May to bring some warmth and romance back
into the household. “It had been three months since Missie had touched his body and it all
seemed strange,” Hurston writes. “But she rubbed him. Grateful for the chance. Before morning,
youth triumphed and Missie exulted,” implying that, for her at least, both sex and joy have
returned to the union. The next morning, however, as Missie May cheerfully makes up their
love-tangled bed, she finds the “piece of money with the bit of chain attached” left under her
pillow, implying payment for services rendered (994).
For a while after the affair, Joe’s “health kept poor, and he came home at least every ten
days to be rubbed,” suggesting a decline in his vitality perhaps due to the occupational risks of
the fertilizer industry, or because of the robbery of trust from his marriage (994). While the
slippery syntax of this phrase might also suggest that Joe is estranging himself from the
household for ten days at a time, we can still assume that he is being massaged (and thus the rest)
by Missie May according to this schedule – enigmatic calculations which have been speculated
upon by a number of Hurston scholars concerned with the biological fertility of Missie May.95
Joe too remains interested in his wife’s reproductive health; he comes home from work one
morning to find Missie May chopping wood – a job that he immediately takes over: “Without a
word he took the ax and chopped a huge pile before he stopped.” “Ah ain’t blind,” Joe tells his
wife, confessing that he knows she’s been “makin’ feet for shoes.” “Won’t you be glad to have a
95

See Hoeller, and Dawkins, for example.
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lil baby chile, Joe?” Missie May answers, admitting that she is indeed pregnant. Joe reminds her
of his keenness to have a baby, showing that his interest in “creation” has not been dampened by
Missie May’s extra-marital affair. “You know dat ’thout astin’ me,” he retorts (995). In fact,
Missie May also seems pretty confident about the gender and image of the baby, in spite of the
sexual disruption caused by Slemmons:
“Iss gointer be a boy chile and de very spit of you’’
“You reckon, Missie May?”
“Who else could it look lak?”
Joe said nothing, but he thrust his hand deep into his pocket and fingered
something there. (995)
Even if Joe is imaginatively reminded of Missie May’s transgression here, Hurston has stressed
his various forms of fertility far too much throughout the story for the baby not to be his. Even if
we assume that Slemmons did consummate sex with Missie May, his frequent associations with
sterility further function to boost Joe’s paternity case.
Almost “six months later,” Missie May is “delivered of a fine boy. Her travail was over
when Joe came in from work one morning,” having left the mechanics of midwifery to his
mother: “The minute Joe came into the room his mother called him aside” (995). Joe asks about
the condition of his wife, to which his mother proudly replies that “she strong as a ox. She
gointer have plenty mo. We done fixed her wid de sugar and lard to sweeten her for de nex’
one.” The mother’s casual reference to the next child links the arrival of the first one to an
ongoing, sustainable black futurity. No wonder she chides her son for failing to ask about the
baby: “You oughter be mighty proud cause he sho is de spittin’ image of yuh, son. Dat’s yourn
all right, if you never git another one, dat un is yourn” (995). The mother’s conviction lays to rest
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any notion that the baby could be Slemmons’s. Joe goes back to working night shift for the week
as usual, but for the first time since the revelation of the affair, “On Saturday he went to Orlando
to make his market. It had been a long time since he had done that.” He picks up “[m]eat and
lard, meal and flour, soap and starch. Cans of corn and tomatoes. All the staples” (995-996). The
scene is intriguing because we have never seen Joe do any required shopping for the household
before; in aligning him more firmly with the realm of the domestic, Hurston builds up tension
around his return to the commercial realm, especially when “way after while he went around to
the candy store”:
"Hello, Joe," the clerk greeted him. "Ain't seen you in a long time."
"Nope, Ah ain't been heah. Been round in spots and places.
"Want some of them molasses kisses you always buy?"
"Yessuh." He threw the gilded half dollar on the counter. "Will dat spend?”
"Whut is it, Joe? Well, I'll be doggone! A gold-plated four-bit piece. Where'd you
git it, Joe "
"Offen a sly nigger dat come through Eatonville. Tryin to tole off folkses wives
from home.”
“How did you git it, Joe? Did he fool you too?”
“Who, me? Naw suh! He ain’t fooled me none. Know whut Ah done? He come
round me wid his smart talk. Ah hauled off and knocked 'im down and took his old fourbits way from 'im. I’m gointer buy my wife some good ole lasses kisses wid it. Gimme
fifty cents worth of dem candy kisses."
"Fifty cents buys a mighty lot of candy kisses, Joe. Why don’t you split it up and
take some chocolate bars too. They eat good too.”
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“Yessuh, dey do, but Ah wants all dat in kisses. Ah got a lil boy chile at home
now. Tain’t a week old yet, but he kin suck a sugar tit and maybe eat one them kisses
hisself.” (996)
The “long time” that Joe has been out of the ritual of the consumer economy is time enough for
the baby to have been conceived and born, suggesting character development for the Banks
couple too. When he asks the clerk whether the gilded bit will spend at all, we see the uncertainty
that still surrounds how Slemmons’s currency reflects his value. So it must be a relief to Joe that
any question of the coin spending at its purported ten-dollar value is moot. Two bits, onetwentieth of the counterfeit value, will do. In a bizarre turn of events, then, the fake money of an
otherwise fruitless interloper ends up getting exchanged for a return to happiness in the Banks
family, but only once it takes on its real fifty-cent value underneath. Moreover, Joe’s economic
investment in extra candy, some of it perhaps for the baby, doubles as his way of finally
acknowledging the child as his own.96
Something similar happens “[b]ack in Eatonville,” when “Joe reache[s] his own front
door. There was the ring of singing metal on wood. Fifteen times,” in fact. The six additional
dollars may be another way of claiming responsibility for the child, or it may represent interest
accrued since the last time the coins rang on the porch, or it may even reflect a bonus or
promotion at the factory, indicating strong demand for fertilizer product, renewed vitality and
productivity on the job on Joe’s part, or both. The story ends as Missie May takes up the
ceremonial words once more: “‘Joe Banks, Ah hear you chunkin’ money in mah do-way. Youwait til Ah got mah strength back and Ah'm gointer fix you for dat’” (996). As Lillie P. Howard
argues, “The lesson has been costly but because the foundation upon which the marriage was
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Slemmons’ fake coin also helps boost the argument for Joe being the baby’s biological father given the phonetic
slippage between gilding (to cover thinly with gold leaf) and gelding (to make barren), with both terms also echoing
Joe’s statement to the shop clerk that Slemmons’s tie pin was “all golded up too” (996, emphasis added).
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built has been strong, the marriage has survived” (70). As I hope I’ve shown here, that
“foundation” is not only personal, not only economic. It’s also ecological, agronomic. In the
black worldmaking of “The Gilded Six-Bits,” phosphate serves as one of the principal inputs.
Hurston’s initial exploration into the fertilizer industry through the lens of a marriage
opens up broader questions as we move into her later work on the phosphate trade. While the
return to a gift economy supported by Joe’s wages from G and G Fertilizer seems like a happy
resolution for the couple themselves, ecologically speaking, the constant application of fertilizer
does nothing to restore the underlying health of soil. In the Depression-era context of soil erosion
and other depredations of monocrop agriculture across the South, the limitations of phosphorus
as agricultural and cultural nutrient loomed larger and larger, especially as deposits of the
resource were themselves increasingly depleted across Florida as the decade of the 1930s
unfolded. This landscape of depletion left its mark on Hurston’s post-1933 representations of
Bone Valley, as we are about to see.
Far Famed Dry Bones
“[W]hut is de poorest ground you ever seen?” Larkins White asks his friends in Hurston’s 1935
ethnography Mules and Men. “Ah seen land so poor,” he tells them,
“dat de people come together and ’cided dat it was too poor to raise anything on, so they
give it to de church, so de congregation built de church and called a pastor and held de
meetin’. But de land was so poor they had to wire up to Jacksonville for ten sacks of
commercial-nal before dey could raise a tune on dat land.” (103)
This is an interesting anecdote for a number of reasons. For a start, it shows the living, dynamic
nature of African American folklore, as White’s story incorporates modern factory-produced
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fertilizer into a roster of traditional tales that the men have been telling about rich and poor land.
What’s more, the fact that this soil supplement already has its own slang term in the community
(“commercial-nal”) demonstrates that the industry has been absorbed into the culture of African
American folk life, while illustrating that this black population is participating in the commercial
world. The spread of the phosphate trade is implied by the fact that the fertilizer is hailed from
Jacksonville; White and his friends are based in Polk County, home to Bone Valley, the mining
center for the base material of fertilizer – phosphate – some three and a half hours away. Wiring
for this product connects fertilizer to modern communication technology, too, thus emphasizing
the capital network of the industry, and its connection to black modernity. While raising a tune
from the land might evoke the spiritual transubstantiation of soil and labor into song celebrated
by Fisk’s Jubilee Singers in the previous chapter, the liturgical themes of White’s tale also call to
mind Hurston’s debut novel, Jonah’s Gourd Vine, published by J. B. Lippincott in 1934 – a book
which concerns the popular (albeit philandering) preacher John Pearson, and the church he leads:
Zion Hope, in Sanford, Florida.97
In a slight variation on the tale told by White in Mules and Men, the church in Jonah’s
Gourd Vine also holds a meeting, this time, however, not initially called by the preacher, but
about him. Certain members of the Zion Hope Deacon Board are concerned about Reverend
Pearson’s adultery, along with the way he has mishandled church funds during a Florida Baptist
Convention, and they seek to oust him from his powerful position. Although this conflict is
largely brought about at the request of Pearson’s angry second wife, Hattie Tyson, and the
envious man who wishes to woo her – Deacon Harris – the issues raised by the parish are
legitimate domestic and economic failures; we will see similar judgments on infidelity and
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The publication of Jonah’s Gourd Vine – the novel that arguably propelled Hurston into more widely recognized
success – was initiated by J. Bertram Lippincott’s interest in “The Gilded Six Bits,” which was published in Story
magazine in August 1933.
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money management in Hurston’s later Polk County works. Still, many of the church body have
thus far forgiven the Reverend his trespasses based on the power of his preaching. Deacon
Harris’s plan to eject Pearson therefore revolves around the Reverend’s talents at oratory, as
Harris calls in another preacher from West Florida named Felton Cozy, in an attempt to best
Pearson’s sermonizing. “Man he kin cold preach!” Harris boasts of Cozy. “Preached over in
Goldsborough [the neighboring town] las’ night and strowed fire all over de place. Younger man
dan Pearson too” (129). Linking Cozy’s superiority to Pearson to his youth, Harris hints at
Cozy’s ability to incite the religious passion in a room.
Unbeknownst to Harris, Pearson is given a tip-off about this showdown by his friend
Hambo, so that when the time comes he is able to deliver his finest service:
Rev. Pearson preached his far-famed, “Dry Bones” sermon, and in the midst of it the
congregation forgot all else. The church was alive from the pulpit to the door. When the
horse in the valley of Jehoshaphat cried out, “Ha, ha! There never was a horse like me!”
He brought his hearers to such a frenzy that it never subsided until two Deacons seized
the preacher by the arms and reverently set him down. Others rushed up into the pulpit to
fan him and wipe his face with their own kerchiefs. (132)
The far-reaching fame of the sermon that Pearson gives here doesn’t just demonstrate the skill of
his preaching. As we will see, the “Dry Bones” sermon was a well-known event in African
American churches at the time. But reading the sermon as a not-entirely veiled reference to the
actual Bone Valley of Florida allows us to interpret its wide-reaching significance as evidence of
the impact of the phosphate fertilizer industry across the state, too. What’s more, in the same
way that phosphate represents a vital ingredient for the soil, and a key component for the health
of the Bankses’ marriage in “The Gilded Six Bits,” Pearson’s rendering of the “Dry Bones”
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speech is also clearly shown to bring the church to life, all the way “from the pulpit to the door,”
promoting the sense that the place is packed to the rafters. Both Pearson and the congregation are
undoubtedly filled with the spirit because they are whipped into “such a frenzy,” bursting with
the energy and heat of a vital religious culture. By the end of this performance, it seems pretty
clear that Pearson has pre-emptively stolen the show, as evidenced by Sister Hall’s gloat that
“Dat’s uh preachin’ piece uh plunder, you hear me? […] Dat other man got tuh go some if he
specks tuh top dat” (132). Still, as Sister Scale rightly states, they do have to “hear de tother one”
(133).
Initially, the churchgoers are keen to see whether Cozy can outdo his opponent; Hurston
describes how the congregation “slid forward to the edge of its seat” to hear what the newcomer
has to say (133). A self-proclaimed “race man,” Cozy uses his time at the pulpit to bolster racial
pride, arguing that, “de smartest folks in de world got colored blood in ’em,” using Jesus Christ
and Adam as his evidence (133). The parishioners of Zion Hope, however, are less than
impressed. Five minutes into Cozy’s spiel, “Sister Boger whispered to Sister Pindar, ‘Ah ain’t
heard whut de tex’ wuz’” and at the end of the night when Deacon Harris asks how they liked
Brother Cozy’s sermon, Sister Boger responds: “‘Sermon?’ [she] made an indecent sound with
her lips, ‘dat wan’t no sermon. Dat wuz uh lecture’” (133, 134). Sister Boger voices the bored
consensus toward this didactic out-of-town vicar.
According to Barry Hudek, while many scholars have focused on the obvious scriptural
significance of Jonah in Hurston’s text, or examined the author’s varied use of the figure of
Moses and his hilltop locale across her career, few (if any) have explored Hurston’s use of
Ezekiel, and most particularly, the use of the “Dry Bones” passage within Jonah’s Gourd Vine.
This seems surprising, Hudek notes, since the sermon was extremely popular at the time that
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Hurston was writing. Contemporaneous examples suggest that Dry Bones sermons were always
well attended, and ritualized to such an extent that, Hudek proposes, Hurston does not even have
to render Pearson’s homily in the text, especially for the African American reader who “would
have known exactly what the sermon covered, signaled, and meant” (183). “In a way,” he argues,
“the words themselves do not matter” (183). I would suggest, however, that the words in this
sermon actually relate directly to the matter of Florida’s own Bone Valley.
Dry Bones sermons are based upon chapter 37 from the Book of Ezekiel, in which a
vision is revealed to the eponymous prophet. In this revelation, Ezekiel is carried out by the
Spirit and set down in the middle of the Valley of Dry Bones, surrounded by ossified remains
that the Scripture emphasizes as “very dry,” highlighting how barren of life these skeletons are
(Ezekiel 37:2). The Lord commands Ezekiel to prophesy over the bones, to hear the word of the
Lord so that they may come back to life: “So says the Lord God to these bones: Behold I will
cause breath to enter into you, and ye shall live:/ And I will lay sinews upon you, and I will bring
up flesh upon you, and cover you with skin, and put breath into you and ye shall live, and ye
shall know then that I am the LORD” (37:5-6). Ezekiel does as he has been ordered and is
astounded when the bones start joining up to one another, followed by sinews, flesh and skin.98
Still, the bones have no real spirit in them yet, so they do not fully live. Ezekiel thus prophesies
to the spirit to breathe into these bodies so that they can live again, and as the spirit enters into
them they reanimate properly, standing as “a very great army” (37:10). As Pastor Doug
Batchelor writes, the passage is so powerful because “you can't stick a dry bone in water and
expect it to come back to life. Even if you fertilized it and watered it for a hundred years, it
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Owing to its popularity with African American ministers, another famous Floridian, and figure of the Harlem
Renaissance, James Weldon Johnson, would write the melody “Dem Bones” in the 1920s, based on the Ezekiel
scripture. In 1928, the Fisk Jubilee Singers released a version titled “Dry Bones” (see “The Life of a Song: ‘Dem
Bones’” n.p.)
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would never live again. So these ‘very dry’ bones symbolized a situation that looked completely
hopeless” (n.p.). While science has yet to find a way to physically revivify bone matter, in a
roundabout way, the dry bones of Florida’s actual Bone Valley quite literally enabled new life in
their transformation into soil or fertilizer. Perhaps, then, Hurston is signifying on this local
industry in her use of the sermon for Pearson’s winning speech, tying the vitality and the spirit of
Ezekiel 37 not only to the energy of Joe and Missie May in “The Gilded Six Bits” but to a sense
of economic and cultural promise associated with the phosphate fertilizer trade.99 In the Bible,
God tells Ezekiel that the bones are the House of Israel: “Behold they say, ‘Our bones have
become dried up, our hope is lost, we are clean cut off to ourselves’” (37:11) It’s Ezekiel’s job
therefore, to instill faith in these newly risen people to come up out of their graves and return
“home to the land of Israel” as the children of God in the Promised Land (37:12). Not only does
this final detail fully encapsulate Ezekiel 37 as a passage deeply concerned with the health of the
land, but the waking of the skeletons from their graves may also remind us of the Zeuglodon
slumbering in the Florida limestone. More importantly, such motifs of renewal suggest the need
to revitalize African Americans feeling downtrodden and despondent during the Great Migration
of the novel’s setting, and the Great Depression of its publication time.
According to Grace Sims Holt, a Dry Bones sermon operated as “a signal to the black
community that an overriding and urgent social issue was going to be discussed” (Holt quoted in
Hudek 149). Alongside the more personal urgency of dealing with Pearson’s adultery, the church
in Jonah’s Gourd Vine has a much larger social, economic, and ecological issue at hand, and it’s
his ability to speak to this larger issue through Ezekiel 37 that, I would argue, ensures Pearson’s
triumph over Cozy in the novel. The combined forces of World War One and the Great
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Ezekiel’s “themes of rebirth and renewal” (Hudek 155) might also have us thinking of this story, as fertilizer from
the renewed use of Bone Valley material allows Missie May and Joe to have a good life and bring a child into the
world.
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Migration have caused a mass exodus of Eatonville and Sanford residents, as “black men’s feet
learned roads […] The daybreak found them gone. The wind said North. Trains said North. The
tides and tongues said North” (125). In just three months, the church has lost two hundred of its
members, and their initial solution of raising dues for those that remain causes financial hardship
that the congregation members who have stayed behind simply cannot afford. Even more
significant is the fact that this decline in population has begun to create its own barren low
ground in the Central Florida parish of Zion Hope. “Looka heah, John,” Hambo tells Pearson,
“dis thing is gittin’ serious sho ’nuff.”
“De white folks is gittin’ worried too. Houses empty eve’ywhere. Not half ’nough people
tuh work de farms—crops rotting in de ground. Folks plantin’ and ain’t eben takin’ time
tuh reap. Mules lef’ standin’ in de furrers. Some de folks gone ’thout lettin’ de families
know, and dey say iss de same way, only wurser, all over de South.” (127)
Hambo’s report on the current status of parishioner emigration can be read as a supplement to
Pearson’s foreknowledge of the challenge with Cozy, as it provides John with additional
motivation for finding a meaningful sermon that matches the current challenges facing his
community. The people of Eatonville-Sanford are similar to the desiccated Israelites of Ezekiel
37 in that they too find themselves amidst a desolate land, surrounded by run-down farms that
have been abandoned or are now understaffed, displaying nothing but rotting crops and
unworked mules. The preacher’s job is thus to reinvigorate, re-fertilize we might even say, the
spirit of those who have stayed behind, to alleviate their agronomic and other worries. At the
same time, with the context of Florida’s phosphate-rich Bone Valley in mind, Pearson’s choice
of sermon might contain the seeds of a potential solution. Though it wouldn’t necessarily bring
back the farm workers who had migrated, the application of fertilizer might help to increase the
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short-term productivity of the land and thus help the residents feel secure about the local
economy again, secure enough to stay. Even though Cozy may have been a fine preacher, then,
given the specific needs of the Zion Hope congregation, he lacks the agricultural perspective and
the right scriptural framework of hope to make the people sit up and listen. Pearson’s use of the
“Dry Bones” sermon to inspire hope in his community by tapping into the multiple connotations
of the Ezekiel text in a Central Florida milieu has the added effect of renewing Zion Hope’s faith
in their Reverend.
In fact, Pearson’s relationship to Florida is worth commenting upon with regards to his
sermon and its relationship to the phosphate fertilizer industry. Under Hudek’s framework,
Pearson’s movement from his original home in Alabama to Eatonville, Florida is a journey that
plunges him
further and further into danger and vulnerability as he moves more into valley culture like
those of the Egyptians and Babylonians and away from a mountain experience
represented in Yahweh. John moves from the familiar upland setting of his Alabama
home to the alien landscape of Florida […] an area that is not only threatened by social
and cultural oppression but by an environmentally vulnerable landscape as well. (186)
Hudek argues that for many African Americans (and biblical commentators alike) valleys and
other low-lying areas are associated with mistreatment and exile; the Rev. C. L. Franklin, for
example, observed that when slaves landed on American shores, the whole country “was a
valley: a valley of slave huts, a valley of slavery and oppression, a valley of sorrow” (qtd. Hudek
167). African Americans thus began to associate the United States with “the valley cultures of
the oppressive Egyptian, Assyrian, and Babylonian empires depicted in the Hebrew Bible” (167).
Citing Holt again, Hudek states that listeners to Dry Bones sermons are supposed to be “inspired,
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impressed, and challenged to aspire to loftier means and ends, to move from the ‘Dry Bones
valley’ of degradation and internal social conflict to the ‘garden humanity’ of the mountain,” the
divine peak that recurs in scriptural episodes such as Moses with the Ten Commandments on
Sinai, or the sight of the promised land from Mt. Pisgah, or Elijah’s journey to the mountaintop
where he hears God’s voice (qtd. Hudek 149).
But what if the inspiration, the aspiration, could come from the valley itself? In Florida,
a valley of bones can hardly fail to evoke the subterranean riches of the phosphate belt,
promising new life, fertility, and futurity to depleted populations and lands in the flattest state in
the nation. In a similar way, Pearson, preaching from something like his own personal and
professional nadir (even if this pulpit is in a church evocatively named after Mount Zion)
manages to revitalize his ailing, doubting congregation and racial community by reaching deep
within himself and appealing to the local knowledge and identity of his parishioners to forge a
scriptural and ecological allegory with the potential to engender hope. This Dry Bones speech,
in other words, literally recognizes the issues on the ground for its Black audience, and responds
in part by alluding to a nearby environmental source of life-giving power. We might even see
Hurston as a kind of Ezekiel herself, traveling deep into Florida to behold her own Bone Valley,
where, as we are about to see, she collected songs and stories animated by the cultural vitality of
phosphate country.
Mining in Mulberry
In the official request proposal sent to the director of the WPA in Washington D.C., by way of
Doggett Corse, Hurston explained why she would be interested in further exploring Polk County,
one of the counties that constitute Bone Valley:
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From the Palatka - Gainesville line south to Tarpon Springs on the West Coast and Fore
[sic] Pierce on the East Coast is a section of Peninsular Florida devoted to citrus fruits,
turpentine, lumber, phosphate, celery and tourists. This area includes the justly famous
Polk County, so full of varied industries that it is full of song and story. (Proposed
Recording Expedition into the Floridas, n.p.)
Here, Hurston makes a direct link between the various industries clustered in this area and the
richness of African American folk culture and song. Back in the 1920s, citizens in Hurston’s
home town of Eatonville had also recommended the vicinity of Polk County to her for its
abundant wealth of “song and story,” suggesting that if Hurston wanted to record the best “lying”
(folktales and music) she should venture further down the state, deeper and closer to the
phosphate mines: “Course, Zora, you ain’t at de right place to git de bes’ lies,” Charlie Jones tells
the author, offering, “Why don’t you go down ’round Bartow and Lakeland and ’round in dere—
Polk County? Dat’s where they really lies up a mess and dats where dey makes up all de songs
and things lak dat. Ain’t you never hea’d dat in Polk County de water drink lak cherry wine?” “If
Ah was you, Ah’d drop down dere and see. It’s liable to do you a lot uh good,” he adds (Mules
and Men, 58)..Charlie’s response references one of the best-known songs about the area: “Polk
County Blues,” whose refrain travels throughout Hurston’s canon, appearing in Mules and Men
and the dramatic version of Spunk (both 1935), Dust Tracks on a Road (1942), and the play Polk
County (1944). Dust Tracks provides the most extended version of this tune, with lyrics that
demonstrate the number of industries that converge in one place. “Polk County! Ah!/Where the
water tastes like cherry wine./ Where they fell great trees with axe and muscle/These poets of the
swinging blade” – the lumber mill enterprises (690). Next, the turpentine extractors: “Polk
County. Black men from tree to tree among the lordly pines, a swift, slanting stroke to bleed the
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trees for gum” (691). Then the steelworks and railway companies: “Polk County. The clang of
nine-pound hammers on railroad steel” (691). Finally the citrus economy: “Polk County. Black
men scrambling up ladders into orange trees” (692). Divergent types of employment, but all
united by the common fact of African American labor.
It’s the recollection of this song that provides Hurston’s most extended description of the
phosphate industry, too, capturing the relationship between Bone Valley’s fossils and the
phosphate extraction they inspired, in a long section included between the lumber and turpentine
extracts:
Polk County. Black men laughing and singing. They go down in the phosphate mines and
bring up the wet dust of the bones of pre-historic monsters, to make rich land in far
places, so that people can eat. But, all of it is not dust. Huge ribs, twenty feet from belly
to back bone. Some old-time sea monster caught in the shallows in that morning when
God said, “Let’s make some more dry land. Stay there, great Leviathan! Stay there as a
memory and a monument to Time.” Shark-teeth as wide as the hand of a working man.
Joints of backbone three feet high, bearing witness to the mighty monster of the deep
when the Painted Land rose up and did her first dance with the morning sun. Gazing on
these relics, forty thousand years old and more, one visualizes the great surrender to
chance and change when these creatures were rocked to sleep and slumber by the birth of
land. (691)
I have yet to find evidence among Hurston’s recordings (textual and aural) of a specific song that
she notated in the phosphate mines, but this passage gives credit to the fact that chants were
present there. Although Hurston describes how the men “go down” and “bring up the wet dust of
the bones” from the mines, she doesn’t really provide much more detail about the historically
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backbreaking labor involved in this process, even though in the early days a lot of this manual
work was done using just a pick, a shovel, and brute strength. Electric powered draglines were
introduced in the 1920s and 1930s, but this development is not really covered either – perhaps
machinery would be out of joint with the lyricism of Hurston’s writing here, yet it would help
establish a connection between the modern mechanization of the industry, the black bodies who
ventured into these pits, and the associated culture-making they performed both on and off the
job. Nevertheless, the transformative power of soil is alluded to in “the wet dust” making “rich
land in far places,” directly linking fertilizer, the product that makes land rich environmentally
and economically, with the global reach of the industry. That this labor is performed “so that
people can eat” reminds us that phosphate fertilizer is directly responsible for the enrichment of
croplands, while also providing a humanist nod toward the families of phosphate miners who
survive because their family member is employed in the mines or factories.
Clearly the “old-time sea monster caught in the shallows” puts us in mind of the
vertebrate Zeuglodon described earlier in the WPA Guide. This mammal is actually referenced
twice in that particular section of the book; the second passage describes evidence within Ocala
limestone “of but one mammal, a whalelike sea monster known as Basilosaurus” – the original
scientific name for the animal, before it was discovered not to be a member of the lizard family
(18). Either Hurston is pulling and changing material written by somebody else for the Guide
here, or – more likely – these close similarities in word choice point to her authorship of this part
of the reference book too. Indeed, the passage from Dust Tracks on a Road contains the same
kind of specificity that we would expect to see in the WPA publication, giving the reader a sense
of the grand scale of prehistoric life that can be discovered in the phosphate mines. Unlike the
WPA Guide, however, Hurston’s description in Dust Tracks renders the ossified remains much
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more poetic as she imagines a divine command imparted to the creature to remain behind as a
testament to history, imbuing it with religious significance by dubbing the creature “great
Leviathan,” the beast overcome by God in the Judeo-Christian tradition.
Recording a “monument to Time” doubles as a viable description of Hurston’s collection
of folk ethnographies in Mules and Men, fieldwork that takes place in the phosphate area
specifically in Chapter Ten, which opens in media res:
So I left most of my things at Loughman and ran down in the phosphate country around
Mulberry. Around Mulberry, Pierce and Lakeland, I collected a mass of children’s tales
and games. The company operating the mines at Pierce maintains very excellent living
conditions in their quarters. The cottages are on clean, tree-lined streets. There is a good
hospital and a nine-months school. They will not employ a boy under seventeen so that
the parents are not tempted to put minors to work. There is a cheerful community center
with a large greencovered table for crap games under a shady oak. We held a lying
contest out under the trees in the night time, some sitting, some standing, everybody in a
jolly mood. (153)
Echoing the fertilizer factory housing in “The Gilded Six Bits,” Hurston portrays this particular
phosphate community positively, suggesting cleanliness, greenery, amenities, adherence to labor
laws, full-time schooling (as opposed to education centered around different crop cycles), access
to health care, and so on. The fact that she recalls gathering “a mass of children’s tales and
games” further adds to the sense of this place as family-oriented and domestically happy. Indeed,
this view is supported by a 1981 article written about the life of phosphate company towns by
Freddie Wright. A former inhabitant described life in one such village as “country club living,”
adding, “There were morning coffees, afternoon card parties and neighborhood barbeques.
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Everybody knew everyone else, even the names of all the children and pets. Children walked to
school, there were no locked doors,” further evoking the security and family-friendly atmosphere
of these communities (qtd. in FIPRI, n.p.).
Four years later, however, the WPA Guide tells a very different story. “Right from
Bartow on State 79 is MULBERRY,” explains Tour 2 of the Guide, “lying in the heart of the
pebble phosphate-mining region” (369) .100 Until the 1880s, Mulberry was nothing more than a
sleepy little railroad stop on the logging route, named after “a large mulberry tree growing beside
the Seaboard Air Line tracks, at which freight was unloaded before a station was built.
Shipments were frequently marked, ‘Put off at the big mulberry tree’” (369). A racially fraught,
lawless area when the mines first began operating, Mulberry, according to the Guide,
resembled an early gold-mining town of the West, filled with gamblers, outlaws, and
prostitutes. Saloons and dance halls were everywhere; almost everyone carried firearms;
a coroner’s inquest was held every Monday morning, it is said, over the victims of
Saturday and Sunday festivities; brawls led to murders, and lynchings followed. (369)
This description prefigures much of the way in which Mulberry is portrayed in later Hurston
texts, anticipating the violence of jook culture and the kinds of individuals still associated with
the phosphate camps, while adding a layer of interracial tension that Hurston does not present in
her other representations.101 In 1919 a strike broke out in the town, organized by the Mineral
Workers’ Union. “More than 1,000 men held a noonday parade in the town. Working 10 to 12
hours a day for $2.50, white and Negro miners demanded an 8-hour day, with a minimum of 37¢
an hour, as recommended by the National War Labor Board” (WPA 369). Again the account
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Once more twinning paleontology with phosphate, the description of Mulberry also ends by informing the reader
that “[f]ossils found during mining operations are on display in an open pavilion in the center of town” (369).
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For more on the cultural and musical impact of jook violence in Hurston’s canon, see Adam Gussow’s Seems
Like Murder Here: Southern Violence and the Blues Tradition (2002).
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shows a greater racial mixture in the workforce than Hurston chooses to emphasize in works
published or performed under her own name, although here we also see greater solidarity against
the exploitative forces of capitalism than seemed to have existed at the town’s beginnings. The
strike quickly spread to neighboring phosphate counties in Bone Valley, and several people were
wounded (some fatally) as fights broke out among police, striking miners, and strikebreakers –
so-called “scabs” sent in from Georgia – who were often African Americans unaware of the
picket line or with no other choice but to cross it. A court injunction brought an end to the strike
before a month was up, following multiple shootouts from the mining companies, and the men
returned to work “at an increased wage scale of $3 for an 8- to 10 hour day” – which comes to
37.5 cents an hour for an eight-hour day but still only 30 cents per hour if they worked the tenhour shift (WPA 369). Melillo suggests that the strike in Mulberry is “notable for what it reveals
about the elaborate circuitry of the global nutrient trade,” arguing that the “strategic position” of
the state’s large phosphate supply within the global market created widespread concern quickly,
as the halted labor started to affect “both domestic agriculture and national fertilizer exports” (23). He adds that “[e]vidence of these bureaucratic anxieties attests to the global reach of Florida's
phosphorus industry and the power of phosphate miners to shape transnational commercial and
environmental networks,” demonstrating their leverage and agency (3).
The long hours and low wages provide credible motivation for the workers’ protests. In
addition,
The work was dangerous and demeaning. Miners spent sweltering days knee-deep in
water, dynamiting barrel-sized slabs of white rock from the walls of the pit mines. Errant
explosions regularly killed or maimed laborers. Mounted armed guards patrolled mining
camp perimeters to ensure that workers did not depart for more lucrative opportunities,
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and payment often took the form of scrip, redeemable only at company-run
commissaries. (Melillo, 7)
In contrast to the description of idyllic Pierce in Mules and Men, this representation of the mines
seems much more bleak, fatal, severe—and more specific in its account of the conditions and
processes of the job. Additionally, Melillo’s account of the camps’ “squalid wooden shacks,
clustered haphazardly along muddy streets” (6) is nothing like the “Negro settlement” depicted
in “The Gilded Six Bits.” And leisure opportunities seem fewer and farther between than the
family-friendly civic events extolled by Hurston. Instead, Melillo writes, “Dancehalls,
speakeasies, and brothels offered a measure of relief from backbreaking, ten- to twelve-hour
days of phosphate excavation” (6). Or, as Hurston recounts in the final verse of “Polk County
Blues”: “Polk County. After dark, the jook” – the next location we will explore (Dust Tracks
692).
Outside Folks Ain’t Allowed
“My search for knowledge of things took me into many strange places and adventures,” Hurston
recalls in Dust Tracks, adding, “my life was in danger several times” (689). “I was nominated
like that once in Polk County,” Hurston reveals, “and the only reason that I was not elected, was
because a friend got in there and staved off old club-footed Death” (690). This friend was a
woman named Big Sweet, the dominant female of the sawmill community, with whom Hurston
spent an evening gambling at the Loughman jook, ready to throw down another bet, “when we
heard a lot of noise outside. Everybody looked at the door at one time.” “‘Dat must be de
Mulberry crowd,’ explains Big Sweet. ‘Nobody else wouldn’t keep dat much noise. Ella Wall
strowin’ it’” (Mules and Men 145). Big Sweet’s remarks suggest the infamy of this “crowd”
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from the heart of Bone Valley, whom she presents as a raucous gaggle fronted by Ella Wall –
“strowin’” or letting herself be known, spreading herself about. The din this troop brings in its
wake suggests that Mulberry folks don’t know how to behave; if people who are around the
sound of sawing trees all day think these folks are loud, they must be whipping up a storm. Ella’s
reputation clearly precedes her at the Loughman joint—and back in Eatonville, where the porchsitters of Joe Clarke’s store have regaled Hurston with “strong stories of Ella Wall, East Coast
Mary, Planchita and lesser jook lights around whom the glory of Polk County surged” (60).
When the author proposed a return to the county as part of her WPA work in 1938-9, she again
stressed these characteristics: “The most robust and lusty songs of road and camp sprout in this
area like corn in April. ‘Uncle Bud’ ‘Flanchita’ ‘Ella Wall’ and other real characters poured into
song and shaped into legend” (Proposed Recording Expedition into the Floridas, n.p.). Wall’s
sexual vitality does its own cultural fertilizing work here, inspiring work songs that “sprout” up
like corn ready to harvest.
Back at the jook in Mules and Men, “Ella wrung her hips to the Florida-flip game,”
flaunting her feminine form at the card table, where “somebody began to sing that jook tribute to
Ella Wall which has been sung in every jook and on every ‘job’ in South Florida”:
Go to Ella Wall
Oh, go to Ella Wall
If you want good boody
Oh, go to Ella Wall
Oh, she’s long and tall
Oh, she’s long and tall
And she rocks her rider
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From uh wall to wall
Oh, go to Ella Wall
Take yo’ trunk and all— (146)
These lyrics emphasize Ella’s sexual energy, ample height, and well-developed figure. Far from
ashamed of the bawdy tune, Ella is proud of her song, hollering, “Tell ’em ’bout me!” while
snapping her fingers, gyrating her hips, and adding a rhyme to the end of the tune: “I’m raggedy,
but right; patchey but tight; stringy, but I will hang on,” in the top spot among familiar women in
the state (146).
Aside from the men who love to sing about her, Ella is welcomed in the jook by the
Loughman resident Lucy. Lucy is jealous that the man she likes (Slim) has been paying Hurston
so much attention, and just as Big Sweet has Hurston’s back, Ella Wall will support Lucy in a
brawl. Insults fly back and forth between the women, and knives are drawn, when “the only
thing that could have stopped the killing happened. The Quarters Boss stepped in the door with a
.45 in his hand and another on his hip,” denouncing Ella as an interloper and threatening to lock
her up (147-148). In a later episode, Lucy again threatens Hurston with a knife, a brawl breaks
out, and the ethnographer narrowly escapes the violence. “I was in the car in a second and in
high just too quick,” Hurston recounts with relief. “I saw the sun rising as I approached Crescent
City” (175), where she begins her field research on hoodoo, leaving Polk County far back in the
rear view. Ella’s presence as a dominating figure for the culture of Bone Valley tests the
boundaries of Hurston’s ethnography here, and her positionality as an insider-outsider to the
itinerant laboring community is called into question, as she comments upon how she “turned
cold at the thought of dying in a violent manner in a sordid saw-mill camp” (147). Digging into
the culture of phosphate had been risky, and Hurston reiterates the negative reputation of
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Mulberry as a place of disrepute, even privileging the much maligned and misunderstood culture
of hoodoo, with all of its supernatural and hazardous elements, over being in the vicinity of Wall
any time soon.
Yet Hurston did not forget about this experience, and in 1944 she revisited her time at the
sawmill camp for her play Polk County: A Comedy of Negro Life. While Mulberry might not
appear directly as a setting in the play, the reputation of both the place and its population still
lingers over the production. Ella Wall is back, and this time she brings some Mulberry associates
with her: Nunkie and his brother Charlie. Like the phosphate camps described by Melillo, the
sawmill community of Polk County is made up of “a hundred or more houses,” domiciles that
are “of raw, second grade lumber, unpainted, each with a porch and two or three rooms. […] No
fenced in yards, few flowers, and those poorly tended. Few attempts at any kind of decoration or
relief of ugliness” (273). A commissary is mentioned several times, indicating that the residents
of Loughman are obliged to spend their wages in a company store; again the “pleasure houses
furnished by the management” are the main source of community entertainment (272-273). As
Hurston puts it in the extended “Scene and setting” directions for Act One, “Such a place is the
cradle of the blues and work songs” (273). Little wonder then that Ella shows up again.
“Ella Wall, though primitive and pagan,” reads the character description at the outset of
Polk County, “has the air of a conqueror. She is strutting and self-assured and accustomed to the
favors of men which she in return grants freely” (272). As in Mules and Men, the opposition
between Big Sweet and Ella Wall is framed around a love rivalry, this time for the affections of a
man named Lonnie. Lonnie was once Ella’s man but now brings his dollars to Big Sweet on
payday. The romantic history here hints at the movement of laborers across various Polk County
industries and their associated communities. How, for instance, did Lonnie come to be with Ella?
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Did he once work in the phosphate mines, or did Ella once reside in the sawmill village? We also
get intimations of recent economic history in Bone Valley. A Loughman man named Sop-TheBottom tries his hand at “woofing” Ella by telling her that “If you handles the money you used to
handle about ten years back and let me spend it like I please, I’m yours any time” (343). That
“if” may signal Loughman’s awareness that Ella isn’t as well off as she was a decade ago,
suggesting economic downturn in Mulberry. According to census records from 1920 and 1930
discovered by Tiffany Ruby Patterson, Ella’s real-life counterpart “was a landowner from
Apopka, Florida, in Seminole County. She was not a worker but spent her leisure time in the
jook culture of Seminole, Orange, and Polk counties, where she bought and sold a significant
amount of property for many years, renting some of it to agricultural workers around Apopka”
(146). For lack of evidence from the 1940s, perhaps we might conjecture that Ella’s real-estate
management was less successful at the time that Hurston was writing Polk County, although her
status as a landowner bears an interesting relation to the theme of domestic stability that is
present in both of the Polk County texts explored here. As Patterson explains, Wall’s narrative of
movement suggests that “there was a fluid or at least permeable boundary between migrant
workers and residents of settled communities” (146). This mobility helps explain how a character
like Ella can be associated with Mulberry in one Hurston text and Loughman in another, despite
the distance between the two communities.
Like Ella Wall, Nunkie is a frequent visitor to the lumber mill jook, where he makes a
living cheating workers out of their money at cards. Another reason why the residents of
Loughman take a dislike to Nunkie is because “he hangs out around that Ella Wall in Mulberry
all the time” (287). As Sop-de-Bottom warns Big Sweet, “They’re liable to try to gang you.
They’s dirty!” (287) Polk County thus associates Nunkie with the central locale of the phosphate
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industry. Even if the boundaries between the phosphate and lumber industries were often porous,
Nunkie remains an outsider when it matters most. In spite of the transitory nature of the sawmill
camps, Loughman has forged a kind of community, and when a non-worker like Nunkie starts
stirring up trouble, the locals have no qualms with telling the bossman to get rid of him.
Still, Nunkie at least has one ally in Loughman, “a homely narrow-contracted little black
woman” named Dicey Long (271). Dicey uses Mulberry to her advantage in the play; she boasts
that “I got friends in Mulberry that wouldn’t spit on this old lowlife-ted place. I friends with Miss
Ella Wall. She could buy all the trash in this place and sell ’em. In fact she could pay for ’em and
give ’em away” (313). Loughman local Stew Beef, however, reminds Dicey that “Ella Wall is a
used-to-be. Good gun, but she done shot” (313). This suggests that local sexual interest in Ella
has run its course, that Mulberry suffers by association with her, and that Dicey is behind the
times for wanting to emulate such a woman.
A more ethereal Mulberry denizen – Charlie, Nunkie’s “no-count” brother (283) – is
responsible for introducing discord into the relationship of Big Sweet and Lonnie. Acting glum
at the jook one night, Lonnie uses a pack of cards to enact for the community what is making
him so down, in a process that Hurston calls “reading the deck” in Mules and Men (173).
Ace means the first time that I met you.
Deuce means there was nobody there but us two.
Trey means the third party —Charlie was his name
Four means the fourth time you tried that same old game
Five means five years you played me for a clown
Six means six feet of earth when the deal goes down.
Now, I’m holding the seven spot for each day in the week
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Eight, means eight hours you sheba-ed with your sheik
Nine spot, nine hours I worked hard every day
Ten spot, the tenth of every month I brought you home my pay
The Jack, that’s Three-Card Charlie (Sensation) who played me for a goat
And the queen, that’s you, pretty mama, also trying to cut my throat.
The king, that’s me, old Lonnie, and I’m going to wear the crown.
So you better be sure you’re ready when the deal goes down! (Polk County, 324-325)
“What makes you mention Three-Card Charlie?” Big Sweet asks, to which Lonnie replies that
she “made” him do it, forcing him to reference “[t]hat bed-bug! […] That is all he is, the
scoundrel-beast, a bed-bug. (Mimics stoop-shouldered posture) He is flat, he crawls, he bites in
the secret of darkness, and he stinks!” (325). Lonnie’s insults link Charlie with a slummy way of
living and perhaps also point to the dark, cramped work conditions in the phosphate mines.
To save their partnership and ease the fears of the others, Big Sweet implores Lonnie to
let her know what she stands accused of. “What is you done?” Lonnie repeats. “I got a letter right
here in my pocket say you been giving him [Charlie] my money. Say you been meeting him
down in Mulberry” (326). Once again the phosphate town becomes the locus where illicit things
happen, and where, to add insult to injury, Lonnie suspects Big Sweet has transferred money
earned at the sawmill into the Mulberry economy. We’re a long way from “The Gilded Six-Bits”
here: it’s not an ice-cream vendor, a sower of salt, who threatens Lonnie and Big Sweet’s
financial and romantic future; it’s a man from the heart of phosphate country. Big Sweet,
however, reassures Lonnie that he has nothing to worry about. “I did meet Charlie once,” she
explains, “but it wasn’t nothing.
I went down to Mulberry, and met him where he told me to come. He was there waiting
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with his hair all slicked down and everything. Soon as my toenails crossed the doorsill, I
told Charlie, “Gimme what you got for me.” He look like he didn’t git the right
understanding because he come telling me about all the love he had for me. So I asked
him plain, “Is you got anything besides yourself?” (Emphatic with rage) And baby, you
know that mink didn’t have a dime to cry. When he told me that, honey, you know that
good feeling I had for Charlie took and left me right then and there, and I ain’t had it
since. I turnt right ’round and come on home to you. (327)
Home to Lonnie, who proves Charlie’s sexual superior, and to Loughman, which proves
Mulberry’s superior as a source of financial wherewithal and a hub of cultural energy.
Other members of the sawmill group further corroborate Big Sweet’s story. Later in the
play, Box Car asks when the incriminating letter was written. When Big Sweet tells him it
couldn’t be much more than a month old, he concludes that “Charlie sure never wrote it,”
because “Charlie been dead to my knowing for more than over a year. Woman killed him in
Savannah […] I know it for a fact. I was there. [ . . .] Seen her when she stabbed him. He sure
did die.” Box Car knows Mulberry “well,” he says, because “I gets around,” indicating that he is
a more transient laborer than many at Loughman. “So if Charlie wrote you that letter,” Box Car
continues wittily, “things must be different down in hell from what it used to be. They didn’t
used to send out no mail from there.” “This don’t say hell,” replies Lonnie. “It say, Mulberry,
Florida” – a clear jibe at the reputation of the town (346). The group soon realizes that the person
using Mulberry to throw Lonnie off the scent of her deceitful game is none other than Dicey,
whom the play has already associated with the low-down ways of Mulberry folk.
In a final illustration of those no-good devices, Dicey and her Mulberry cronies invade
the play’s climactic wedding scene. As the preacher called to officiate comes onstage, “eyes wild
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and popping,” Maudella, one of the children of the sawmill camp, “cries out and points upstage
left as Dicey leaps out into the clearing with her knife drawn,” advancing on the group with Ella
and Nunkie (359). Once again, however, it’s the white boss whose timely appearance puts an end
to this escapade. “It’s better for him to handle ’em than for us,” Lonnie says. “You know they
ain’t coming back now—Not for years to come” (360).
The finality of Lonnie’s words doubles as Hurston’s retirement of her Polk County
material and in particular of the Mulberry characters. Even in 1939, when the WPA Guide
pointed away from a phosphate-active Mulberry, the growing evidence of industry decline was
starting to show, as abandoned phosphate pits littered the landscape a few towns over from the
hub of the industry explored by Hurston. “Between Bartow and Fort Meade,” for example, “the
country, dotted with gray and yellow spoil banks, somewhat resembles the Bad Lands of South
Dakota,” another area of extreme soil erosion that was also famed for its great fossil beds) (369).
With all the loitering and resentment of Mulberry residents, along with references to Ella Wall’s
fall from grace in Polk County, Hurston’s view of this area from 1944 doesn’t look all that
promising either. Although the last mine in Mulberry did not close until 2005, the phosphate
company towns that had begun to boom in the 1890s were tapering out by the mid-forties to the
1950s; there was perhaps little reason for Hurston to return to her phosphate material after this
time.
Still, while the transient labor culture of Polk County might have almost spelled the end
for Zora Neale Hurston, and for several of her characters as well, she knew that these places
contained the richest “belts” of African American folklore and culture to be found in Florida, and
she needed to capture them while she was still able to. This is no doubt why she promised
Langston Hughes “one sawmill and one phosphate mine as special added attractions” if he ever
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joined her on vacation in Florida (Kaplan, 115). Inasmuch as Hurston found these parts of
Florida’s ecology and economy so worthy of note—for their role in sustaining life, fertilizing
soil, and illustrating the deep historical connections between agriculture and African Americans
in the state—Hurston scholars need to pay more attention to these extractive sites, too, and in
particular to re-evaluate the phosphate industry’s contributions to the achievement of black
economic and cultural modernity in the early twentieth century. When we do, we will be in a
better position to understand how the phosphate soils and mines of Polk County might truly
represent the “primeval flavor of the place” (Dust Tracks, 695).
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CHAPTER FOUR
“NATIVE SOIL”: TRAVERSING THE RACIAL TOPOGRAPHY OF WILLIAM
FAULKNER’S YOKNAPATAWPHA
He was in the creek bottom now
- “The Fire and the Hearth”
By God, I’m glad I aint walking in your shoes
- “The Fire and the Hearth”
[…] and now he seemed to see his whole native land, his home—the dirt, the earth which had
bred his bones and those of his fathers for six generations and was still shaping him
– Intruder in the Dust
Whence then comes William Faulkner? In a project concerned with the complex achievement of
twentieth-century black modernity, what can examining the work of an established white
modernist help illuminate? Born in New Albany, Mississippi, in 1897, Faulkner lived most of his
life in the small town of Oxford, about forty miles west from his birthplace, and – like the other
figures we have thus far explored – he was deeply invested in the history and culture of the
American South, a region whose complexities and challenges he spent almost his whole career
struggling to work out. What might it have looked like then for a white author to view black
modernity from the more privileged white side of the dividing color line? As someone whose
work often wrestled with the broadening fissures between the mores of the Old and New Souths
of the post-Civil War era, how did Faulkner incorporate both agriculture and African Americans
into his literary imagination, and to what extent did he see in the conjunction of the two a route
to black citizenship in the first half of the twentieth century?
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To be sure, Faulkner lived closely alongside the farming industry, as characterized by
livestock auctions and trucking vendors who would hawk produce in the local Square, where he
would also have encountered the explicitly segregated culture of Mississippi indicated by the
Whites Only signs in various businesses. When first trying to forge his career as a serious
modernist writer, however, the author shunned these associations, publishing his first novel
Soldiers’ Pay in 1926, a World War I novel set in Georgia, followed by Mosquitoes in 1927,
which takes place on a cruise ship sailing along Lake Pontchartrain. It was not until his literary
mentor Sherwood Anderson encouraged him to embrace his Mississippi roots that Faulkner’s
career really appears to have taken off. “You’re a country boy,” Anderson reminded him, “all
you know is that little patch up there in Mississippi where you started from,” encouraging
Faulkner to dig into the Mississippi milieu he knew best to tell stories about the South (Essays,
Speeches, and Public Letters, 8). Recalling this guidance in a Paris Review interview in 1956,
Faulkner told Jean Stein that, “Beginning with Sartoris, I discovered that my own little postage
stamp of native soil was worth writing about and that I would never live long enough to exhaust
it.” By “sublimating the actual into the apocryphal,” he continued, “I would have complete
liberty to use whatever talent I might have to the absolute top. It opened up a gold mine of other
people, so I created a cosmos of my own.” “I can move these people around like God, not only in
space but in time too,” he added (57).
What began as a little postage stamp with Sartoris in 1929 soon became a sprawling
geography of characters and locations, spanning fourteen novels and a multitude of short stories,
a literary and cartographical embodiment of Faulkner’s imagination combined with his
hometown of Oxford, Mississippi – a region he renamed Jefferson, Yoknapatawpha County. On
a 1936 map of his mythical domain, Faulkner would go so far as to proclaim himself the “Sole
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Owner and Proprietor” of this actual/apocryphal place; as Sean Latham points out, the etymology
of the latter term, with etymological connections to the word “proprietary,” implies a kind of
colonial ownership deeded by the crown (258-259). At the same time, Faulkner’s first published
map of his fictional “cosmos” also denoted part of the county as a “Chickasaw Grant,”
accounting for the historical Indian removal and land theft that had taken place in Mississippi,
and across the South, under the presidency of Andrew Jackson. In this way Faulkner registered
his awareness of other histories and geographies that were present in the area, or, as Latham puts
it – qua Edward Said – the “overlapping territories” that must be considered in all reckonings
with imperialist spaces (266).
Faulkner’s world is littered with such “overlapping territories,” in addition to the
“intertwined histories” also referenced by Said in Culture and Imperialism (44).102 Combining
these entangled familial and topographical genealogies with the particular themes of soil, gold,
and movement referenced by Faulkner in his quote from the Paris Review, however, one
character comes to the fore of the author’s oeuvre: Lucas Quintus Carothers McCaslin
Beauchamp. Beauchamp, an African American descendant of one of Yoknapatawpha’s founding
white families – the McCaslins – presents himself as a force to be reckoned with, flouting
tradition, taking up space, and actively disrupting the white regime. Indeed, as Latham suggests,
it’s when “Faulkner turned his attention both to the narratives of black characters like Lucas
Beauchamp and to the more profound questions of ownership, inheritance, and disavowal in Go
Down, Moses,” that he began to “to map and remap the same space from a series of different
perspectives” (254). Lucas’s peripatetic adventures thus take readers into different geographical,
not to mention geological, parts of Faulkner’s county, traversing more diverse topographies than

102

Jay Watson provides a similarly interesting reading in William Faulkner and the Faces of Modernity by applying
Stephanie Camp’s theory of “rival geography” to the alternate spaces of the McCaslin plantation (255).
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many of his white characters end up experiencing. Tracking Lucas across Faulkner’s texts
therefore enables us to gain a sense of how Faulkner tried to render black modernity in his later
work, and how he began to appreciate African Americans, by walking a few miles in their shoes,
across the native soil of Yoknapatawpha County.
Examining two of Faulkner’s novels from the 1940s – Go Down, Moses (1942) and
Intruder in the Dust (1948), both of which feature Beauchamp – this chapter engages with how
Faulkner re-evaluated Yoknapatawpha from a new perspective by analyzing what goes into local
soil and what comes out, digging up historical skeletons both literal and figurative, and
unearthing the buried secrets that Southern land so often keeps covered up. Moving out of the
ledgers and legal records that surround both of these novels, I make Faulkner’s Yoknapatawpha
map ecologically material, arguing that his later work imbues the land more intensively with the
legacy both of African Americans and of specific soil regimes. Reading the many ambulatory
acts featured in these two works, we traverse differing soil types and deeply evocative locations
in Faulkner’s imagined county, as the author encourages crossing racial terrain to gain better
understanding of the African American experience embedded in his region. As Lucas’s story
takes the narrative through fields, creeks, mounds, and various burial sites, I suggest that
Faulkner begins to acknowledge the complicated histories contained in these places, overcoming
the traditional ancestral secrecy of the white South by voicing its many concealed histories of
subjugated populations. Assessing the theme of what gets stolen from the soil in both of these
works, Faulkner pressures both land-based genealogies and agricultural land-manipulation.
Examining the various transformations that soil undergoes in these texts—becoming, among
other things, money, illicit gravesite, and legal testimony—I argue that Faulkner implants ideas
of cultural debt and historical guilt into the physical geography of his fictional county,
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combining the economic and the ecological to expose how racial and environmental exploitation
are so often twinned affairs. Grappling with what a white man sees in the era surrounding World
War II, I attempt to put William Faulkner into conversation with the African American writers
and texts featured in On Southern Soil, as the white Mississippian is forced to confront the
historical realities of his region and struggles to work through the complexities of what adequate
reparative justice and compensation might look like to a formerly enslaved race. Siignificantly,
he often frames this indebtedness in spatial and agricultural terms.
So while Faulkner may seem an odd figure to close a dissertation focused on African
American responses to Southern soil, scholars such as George Hutchinson have noted that the
“paths of black modernism” often converged with the routes of Faulkner’s career, crossing ways
through the “close institutional affiliations” of publishing houses (such as Boni & Liveright and
Harcourt Brace) that printed both modern African American fiction and Faulkner’s early work
(59). Though Faulkner was “slow in picking up on paths opened by African American fiction
because of how opaque black consciousness was to him,” Hutchinson writes, his “use and
depiction of black characters shifts beginning with the stories in Go Down, Moses” (63, 64).
Hutchinson posits three factors behind the increased dimensionality of the African American
figures that Faulkner created in the 1940s. First, Faulkner was clearly impacted by the death of
his family’s longtime African American domestic worker Caroline Barr at the start of the decade,
a loss whose magnitude the dedication to Go Down, Moses makes clear:
TO MAMMY
CAROLINE BARR
Mississippi
[1840–1940]
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Who was born in slavery and who
gave to my family a fidelity without
stint or calculation of recompense
and to my childhood an immeasurable devotion and love.
(6)
While Hutchinson suggests that Barr’s death made Faulkner “suddenly aware of how much of
her life was outside his ken,” I would also add that it forced him to acknowledge how much he
and his family owed to her (66). Indeed, Faulkner had already promoted this sense of
indebtedness in the elegy he spoke for Barr at her funeral: “She went through vicissitudes which
she had not caused; she assumed cares and griefs which were not even her cares and griefs. She
was paid wages for this, but pay is still just money” (Selected Letters,118). Faulkner was thus
left with a profound sense of the complicated – and indeed variegated – type of debt owed to
African American people, a theme he would go on to pursue in his post-1940 fiction.
In addition to this, Hutchinson argues that Faulkner’s newfound appreciation for African
American literature was inspired in part by the work of another Mississippian, Richard Wright,
as well as by his “growing awareness” of a national African American readership – both of
which influenced a more complex rendering of African American characters and experience.
Hutchinson points to a 1957 lecture on “The Negro in Faulkner’s Novels” presented by Sterling
A. Brown at Vassar College. Brown, Hutchinson relates, “was particularly struck by the
character of Lucas Beauchamp, through whom Faulkner struggles to get at the interiority of a
black character as never before” (70).
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Finally, Hutchinson argues, the impact of World War II appeared to Faulkner “as a
fundamental challenge to racial tyranny,” as it did to many African American soldiers who
pledged to die for a country that still did not view them as deserving of equal rights (65). Indeed,
the conflict arguably stimulated the beginnings of the most active, midcentury phase of the Civil
Rights Movement. Executive Order 8802 issued in 1941 by Franklin D. Roosevelt opened up
federal jobs to everybody regardless of color or creed, while Order 9981, put forward by Harry
S. Truman in 1948, sought to end discrimination in the military, inspiring movement toward
more legislation that would grant racial equality across the nation (see “Civil Rights
Movement”). Membership in the NAACP also increased “from 50,000 in 1940 to 350,000 in
1945” (Sassoubre, 199).
One factor Hutchinson does not consider was Faulkner’s acquisition of Greenfield Farm
in 1938. We know from Faulkner’s letters that he employed a number of African American
workers at Greenfield, and while Michael Grimwood’s work in 1987 pointed toward the
influence of Greenfield in providing Faulkner with important knowledge of farming that would
ground his 1940s era writings, new information is coming to light that further emphasizes the
deep connection between Faulkner’s purchase of this farm and his understanding of African
American tenancies.103 In research presented at the 2018 Faulkner and Yoknapatawpha
Conference on “Faulkner and Slavery,” Garry Bertholf and Zoran Kuzmanovich showed
variations in the different wills Faulkner prepared in 1934, 1940, 1951, and 1954, demonstrating
the provisions made for African Americans there. In the will Faulkner made in 1940, revising a
previous testament from 1934, for example, he gave Ned Barnett – butler at Rowan Oak, farmer
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In a 1951 letter to Else Jonsson Faulkner wrote about how farming was going, referencing his employees. “So
you try to guess three days ahead, lay off a section of the grass, which is clover, bean vines, etc., decide on a certain
portion which you can risk, then mow it, with a tractor and a mower blade, my tractor driver, a Negro, running the
machine, I watching, until he has cut what I decided to risk” (321).
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at Greenfield, and one likely inspiration for Lucas Beauchamp – the right to “have the house he
now lives in, rent free as long as he remains on this farm [Greenfield]” and also to “cultivate a
five-acre piece of ground… until his death at which time all of said property will revert to my
estate… [T]he said Barnett is to have use of such livestock and tools as are on said farm and
necessary to cultivate the land left to him” as well – an arrangement that kept Barnett legally and
economically linked to Faulkner’s farm (n.p.). With Barnett’s death in 1947, all subsequent
versions of the will removed these provisions. In those later wills, two other names begin to
appear: Payne Wilson and Lawrence Arenza McJunkins – also black farmhands from Greenfield
Farm. In the 1951 will, Payne Wilson is granted the right to use the land he currently farms on
Greenfield at a yearly rent of fifty dollars, and provided he pays this annual fee promptly, he will
not be dispossessed from the farm. Lawrence Arenza McJunkins may also stay on the property
for “as long as he chooses and without rent” (n.p.). Should Faulkner’s nephews exercise their
familial option to buy the farm, Faulkner expresses his wish that they continue to employ
McJunkins in the same manner as he currently does, demonstrating the author’s attempts to
encourage mutually respectful race relations on his farmland. The 1954 will adds Lawrence
McJunkins’s nephew Alvis and brother Charles to the testament. Payne Wilson’s provisions
remain largely the same, with the added stipulations that such conditions last either as long as
Wilson lives or as long as Jill Faulkner (the author’s daughter) holds the title to the property. At
the same time, it is added that if Wilson fails to pay the rent, he will not lose his home, which he
may stay in rent free, but Jill may rent out the land formerly used by Wilson as she deems
necessary to other tenants. All three of the listed McJunkinses are subject to the same provisions,
provided that Jill keeps the title to the farm and that the workers maintain profitable rent
agreements in line with other competitive offers that might be made. Faulkner thus appears to be
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trying to offer fair conditions to his African American employees, while also recognizing the
financial need for the farm to stay afloat. Across his wills, the author’s stipulations suggest that
these African American families could live and work on Greenfield Farm in perpetuity, echoing
some of the provisions granted to Lucas Beauchamp in the author’s novels. In 2019, Bertholf
also tracked down living descendants of the McJunkins family, one of the named tenants in the
will, who shared their sense of what working for Faulkner on the farm was like.
Finally, information on Faulkner’s maps produced by the Digital Yoknapatawpha (DY)
project shows how the incorporation of African American experience directly influenced the
cartography of Faulkner’s fictional region. The 1945 map that he drew for Malcolm Cowley’s
Portable Faulkner, for example, positions the McCaslin plantation “almost exactly on the spot
originally occupied by the MacCallum place” in Faulkner’s 1936 map for Absalom, Absalom!
(Railton and Rieger, n.p.). While Old Carothers resembles the patriarch of the MacCallums –
Virginius – in some ways, this diagrammatical change, the DY editors state, may be Faulkner’s
“way of calling attention to the way his representation of the southern past has evolved” by
making room for his discussion of the African American McCaslin line as well as shifting from
an independent white family farmstead to a large-scale plantation farmed by slave, then tenant
labor. The different racial and economic arrangements on these properties illustrate how
Faulkner was thinking more broadly about how the land bespeaks human, environmental, and
capitalist histories.
The Story of Lucas Beauchamp
As with the multiple maps of Yoknapatawpha, Faulkner had worked on “The Fire and the
Hearth” in prior iterations, one entitled “A Point of Law” and the other “Gold Is Not Always” –
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published in literary magazines in 1939 and 1940, respectively.104 In typical Faulknerian fashion,
the story as it appears, significantly revised, in Go Down, Moses opens enigmatically and in
media res: “First, in order to take care of George Wilkins once and for all, he had to hide his own
still” (27). The ambiguous “he” is Lucas Beauchamp, whose longtime moonshining business is
threatened by his potential son-in-law and current competitor George Wilkins, another of
landlord Roth Edmonds’s African American tenants at the time. The story is thus immediately
framed within Southern agricultural arrangements, and Lucas’s whisky, presumably made from
corn mash grown on Lucas’s land, represents another material transfiguration of southern soil,
providing economic recompense to alleviate some of the strictures of the sharecropping system.
As Christina Thyssen writes, “Lucas runs the underground economy of the plantation,”
positioning this subterranean business in a way that evokes historically secret strategies of
African American survival such as the antebellum Underground Railroad (99). Casting Lucas as
a competitive bootlegger, Faulkner points to the economic repercussions of a society haunted by
agricultural control and a racialized labor force, while also calling attention to Lucas’s rebellious
attempts to strike back at the tight binds of a plantation economy.
In light of this supplementary income, Richard Godden describes Lucas as “an
economically split subject: a capitalist in credit, masked as a tenant in debt,” and indeed Lucas
has an especially complex relationship to the land he occupies (72). “He had been born on this
land, twenty-five years before the Edmonds who now owned it,” Faulkner writes:
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Nancy Dew Taylor points to Scriptural reference to a fire on the hearth in which: “the prophet Isaiah preaches
woe to the ‘rebellious children’ who ‘go down into Egypt… to strengthen themselves in the strength of Pharaoh, and
to trust in the shadow of Egypt. Therefore shall the strength of Pharaoh be your shame, and the trust in the shadow
of Egypt your confusion.’ Their iniquity, he says, shall be broken in pieces like a potter’s vessel, so that not a sherd
of it will be left ‘to take fire from the hearth’” reminding us of the similar imagery in Washington’s use of the
Exodus tale. Go Down, Moses of course, is a traditional African American spiritual, which tells of the same (31).
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He had worked on it ever since he got big enough to hold a plough straight; he had
hunted over every foot of it during his childhood and youth and his manhood too […] the
oldest living person on the Edmonds plantation, the oldest McCaslin descendant even
though in the world’s eye he descended not from McCaslins but from McCaslin slaves,
almost as old as old Isaac McCaslin who lived in town, supported by what Roth Edmonds
chose to give him, who would own the land and all on it if his just rights were only
known, if people just knew how old Cass Edmonds, this one’s grandfather, had beat him
out of his patrimony. (29)
As the African American grandson of the original McCaslin patriarch Lucius Quintus Carothers
(“Old Carothers”) for whom he is named, Lucas is disbarred from the lawful line of
primogeniture-based land ownership because of his race.105 Instead of formally acknowledging
his miscegenated (and incestually produced) son Terrel – Lucas’s father – Old Carothers gives
the boy a dubious payoff, “flinging almost contemptuously,” Isaac (Ike) McCaslin thinks, “as he
might a cast-off hat or pair of shoes, the thousand dollars which could have had no more reality
to him under those conditions than it would have to the negro, the slave who would not even see
it until he came of age, twenty-one years too late to begin to learn what money was.” “I reckon
that was cheaper than saying My son” to an African American born into bondage, Ike adds (192,
emphasis in original). The plantation thus passes down through white male McCaslin
descendants until Ike repudiates his inheritance, endeavoring to strike back at this cursed land by
leaving the estate to the distaff side of the white family via Cass Edmonds, followed by Cass’s
son Zack, then Zack’s son Roth. The hush money offered by Old Carothers, and later by Ike in
his attempts to disburse $1000 to each of Terrel Beauchamp’s children, is not enough for Lucas,
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For Patricia Yaeger, “to have a name, to seize the prerogative of naming oneself when deprived of one’s
indigenous name or land: these are powerful ways to create property in oneself,” suggesting an agency to Lucas’
decision to manipulate the name of his forebear (216).
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however. “Having created the Confederacy’s wealth and contoured its turf,” Patricia Yaeger
writes, “freedmen asked for simple justice; they sought property in the form of spatial
recompense” (233). Likewise, Beauchamp is after the full extent of his genealogical land rights,
not just the pithy portion of earth paternalistically allocated to him by Cass, his white kinsman
and junior.
Still, as Tim Armstrong argues, “Lucas seems more entrenched than any sharecropper,
especially in the context of the unstable situation produced by the 1933 Agricultural Adjustment
Act” (3). Having had the choice (as well as the financial means) to leave the plantation for many
years, Lucas has decided to stay put. In fact, by remaining on the same allotment for his whole
life, Lucas can be read in contrast both to the displaced or itinerant laborers of his day and to the
original white settlers of north Mississippi, many of whom bled the land dry before moving
westward during expansion. Following Lucas and Molly’s marriage, “McCaslin Edmonds built a
house for them and allotted Lucas a specific acreage to be farmed as he saw fit as long as he
lived or remained on the place” – the same arrangement that Faulkner seems to have intended for
the families who worked on Greenfield Farm (82). “But it was his own field,” Faulkner writes of
Lucas,
though he neither owned it nor wanted to no nor even needed to. He had been cultivating
it for forty-five years, since before Carothers Edmonds was born even, ploughing and
planting and working it when and how he saw fit (or maybe not even doing that, maybe
sitting through a whole morning on his front gallery, looking at it and thinking if that’s
what he felt like doing) with Edmonds riding up on his mare maybe three times a week to
look at the field, and maybe once during the season stopping long enough to give him
advice about it which he completely ignored, ignoring not only the advice but the very
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voice which gave it, as though the other had not spoken even, whereupon Edmonds
would ride on and he would continue with whatever he had been doing, the incident
already forgotten condoned and forgiven, the necessity and the time having been served.
So the day would pass at last. (28-29)
Unlike many other African Americans in his position at this time, Lucas thus maintains a kind of
autonomy over what he chooses to do with his plot, with Roth playing the part of
overseer/landlord despite knowing that Lucas does not abide by any of his advice. Although
Lucas does not own or want or need to own the land, he is still shown to care about its
cultivation in his own way, “ploughing and planting and working it” as he and not the white
landlord deems necessary. In this way Faulkner may be acknowledging the alternative
agricultural styles of African American farming traditions, as well as the need for creative
agency in cultivating the land—principles that Kimberly Smith places at the forefront of a long
tradition of African American environmental thought and practice.
The Creek Piece
Drawing on the environmental knowledge that his lengthy sojourn on this land has bred, Lucas
knows “exactly where he intend[s] to go, even in the darkness,” to hide his still from legal
detection: “a squat, flat-topped, almost symmetrical mound rising without reason from the floorlike flatness of the valley. The white people called it an Indian mound” (30). In earlier versions
of the story, this location was simply described as a “brier brake in the creek bottom,” so it is
significant that Faulkner decided to incorporate a Native American topography into the final
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version of his tale (“A Point of Law” 217).106 Douglas Helms, for example, points out in his
article on “Soil and Southern History” how alfisols (soils formed in humid areas, usually under
forest cover) influenced Native American settlement. “The general emphasis on Native
American agricultural settlement patterns,” Helms writes, “has been to emphasize use of flood
plains terraces with the attributes of access to water, somewhat fertile alluvial soils, and loamy
texture in which hand implements could be used” (“Soils and Southern History” 740). Alfisols,
he continues, “offered elevated, level ground, and superior base-rich soils to support a huntinggathering regime, and perhaps some agriculture.” In a similar fashion, hunting and farming
emerge as two of the most important uses of the McCaslin plantation land. It’s just as significant,
then, albeit more prosaic, that Lucas has chosen the creek bottom as the hiding place for his
bootlegging equipment.
The creekside location evokes the great fertility of bottomlands soil, which, as Don Doyle
points out, “offered some of the best cotton-growing land to any who would clear and drain it.”
In light of this advantage, it was here that “several of Faulkner’s pioneer planters, Thomas
Sutpen, Lucius Quintus Carothers McCaslin, and John Sartoris laid out their new estates, just
like their historical counterparts” in Lafayette County (75-76). After the Civil War, when
plantation lands were divided up and sold, these areas were often made available to freedmen
and their families, predominantly on tenant contracts, which led to white resentment and
attempted violence to try and eject African Americans from this land (Williamson, Rage 81).
With the land often overgrown, unruly, and at frequent risk of flooding, whites at first wrote
106

In fact, Faulkner had already incorporated a mound into a short story from 1933, “A Bear Hunt,” a tale that
anticipates the behavior of Lucas inasmuch as an African American character draws on knowledge of the mound to
set up a practical joke on a white bully. The story also features Native American characters as bootleggers who run
their still near the mound. Here, then, we already see African American and Native American characters converging
around forms of land use that offer alternatives to plantation agriculture. Interestingly, at one point Faulkner
apparently considered using Lucas Beauchamp as a recurring character, “a kind of Uncle Remus who fooled adults,”
reminiscent of Julius from Chesnutt’s Conjure Tales (qtd. in Grimwood, 226).
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these parcels off as waste areas, allowing them to be auctioned off or given away to black
farmers and their families. But once hard-working African Americans cleared and drained these
bottomlands, demonstrating their superior soil health and crop-growing potentiality, white
farmers soon wanted back in. Helms also corroborates such incidents:
Cotton on well-drained front lands grew somewhat less rank and matured earlier than
other Delta cotton. Farther down slope the soil was clay rich, with fewer sand and silt
particles. They stayed wetter and colder in the spring and were more difficult and risky to
farm. Nevertheless, they were much richer in the bases than many other areas of the
South. After the Civil War, the freedmen most likely found the poorly drained clay soils
available for purchase. Drainage and flood control raised productivity, setting off
conflicts with the whites over this now-valuable agricultural land. (“Soils and Southern
History” 747)
In a footnote, Helms references an interview with the late Pearlie Reed, Chief of the Natural
Resources Conservation Service and a native of the Mississippi Delta, who “told the author this
sentence is in accord with stories he heard from his parents and the family oral history,” which
suggests that Reed’s own family, or perhaps others that they knew, experienced the threat of
land-centered whitecapping on bottomland parcels (“Soils and Southern History” 747n69).107 In
addition to this, African Americans also took ecological risks in locating their homes and
farmland in these fertile but vulnerable areas; as Susan Scott Parrish argues, many black laborers
were deliberately positioned in places that were structurally central to “protecting white
agricultural property” from flooding and other environmental risks, often caused by exploitative
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White Caps were members of secret societies often comprised of disenfranchised white farmers and
sharecroppers who used violence and extralegal control to try and prevent African Americans from gaining, land,
money or commercial success from Reconstruction onward. They provide an early model for how groups such as
the KKK would operate. (see Williamson, The Crucible of Race 114).
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farming techniques (“Ethics of Risk” 34). Contested and often precarious, such sites were thus
complex territories for African Americans, who learned to use the ecological characteristics of
these locations to their advantage.
In “The Fire and the Hearth” this fertile bottomland ground is also Lucas’s domain. Roth
reminds him that he “would like to see your south creek piece planted by tomorrow night” (47).
At the same time, this area operates as a place for Lucas to avoid the surveillance of the
plantation regime, as he heads deeper into the creek bottom to secrete his still, exploiting
McCaslin acreage to rebel against Roth’s regime by running his alternative economy. He does
plant something on his creek piece, after all, just not what Roth would have him do. The creek
also figures as a key location in the turn-of-the-century relationship between Lucas and Roth’s
father, Zack Edmonds. During a period of intense rainfall, Zack’s unnamed wife goes into labor
with Roth, but when the creek, “out of banks until the whole valley rose, bled a river,” it seems
impossible that anybody could cross the water to call for a doctor (36). Yet Lucas takes the
plunge, illustrating the very risk ecologies of African Americans highlighted by Parrish: “So
even before daylight he was in the water and crossed it, how he never knew, and was back by
dark with the doctor, emerging from that death.” Lucas thus risks his life to bring medical care
for Zack Edmonds’ wife, who is unfortunately dead by the time he gets back. “Emerging” from
his own kind of death in the dark water, Lucas finds his own wife “already established in the
white man’s house” in order to take care of the new white baby—Roth—who has survived.
Having “crossed and then recrossed a kind of Lethe,” Lucas is “permitted to escape” the
floodwaters, “buying as the price of life a world outwardly the same yet subtly and irrevocably
altered” (36). The ordeal, then, evokes not only the mythical underworld waters of the river
Lethe but also the historical Middle Passage and its life-altering journey to a New World.

194

This near-fatal episode becomes even more redolent further on in the novel, when we
learn that Lucas’s enslaved great-grandmother, Eunice, “[d]rownd in Crick Cristmas Day” of
1832 – a death recorded with some contention in the McCaslin family ledgers, where Ike’s father
Buck and his uncle Buddy engage in a scribbled argument over whether or not the drowning was
a suicide (190). Studying this marginalia in his own era, Ike rules that Eunice did kill herself,
hypothesizing that she had learned that her daughter Tomasina had been raped and impregnated
by the white patriarch Carothers McCaslin—who had fathered Tomasina himself. Not only did
this incestuous and rapacious act beget Lucas’s father, Tomey’s Turl; it also resulted in the
tainted thousand-dollar payoff from Carothers McCaslin to his African American progeny. Ike’s
discovery leads him to repudiate the plantation, passing it on to his Edmonds cousins. The creek
thus connects a number of histories and genealogies together, while pointing to the complexity of
Faulkner’s multivalent topography. It functions as a geographical hotspot for scholars interested
in the layered ecological and racial histories of Yoknapatawpha.108
Mounds of Treasure
As Lucas approaches the mound, he recalls “one day five or six years ago,” when a group of
amateur archeologists, “most of them wearing spectacles and all wearing khaki clothes which
had patently lain folded on a store shelf twenty-four hours ago,” “came with pick and shovels
and jars and phials of insect repellant and spent a day digging about” the site, though without
much material success (30). It’s likely that this paleological aside was suggested by the work of
Calvin S. Brown, a University of Mississippi languages professor and friend of the Faulkner
family. In 1926, Brown published The Archaeology of Mississippi, a pioneering field guide to
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Those who have previously written on the particular resonances of this creek include Matthews, Sundquist
(Faulkner: The House Divided), and Watson.
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ancient skeletons, spearheads, and arrows, which provided a comprehensive guide to Native
American mounds in the Magnolia State; Faulkner owned a copy of the book (see Trefzer 196).
“The State of Mississippi abounds” in Native artifacts, Brown explains, adding that, “they are
found most frequently along the streams and in the valleys and lowlands” (1), like the mound of
“The Fire and the Hearth.” Brown describes a “little mound” “located in Lafayette County one
mile west of the south-west corner of the University property,” along with a more “considerable”
mound at the “confluence of Harrison Creek and Tallahatchie River in the northern part of
Lafayette County” (4, 6). Given Faulkner’s positioning of the mound in his story, I would
suggest that these two geographical features combined to inform Faulkner’s creation. Moreover,
Brown’s listings of various Native American sites in Mississippi include a number of evocatively
labeled places: a “mound at Caruthers Landing, Yazoo County” (53); the “Edmonds group,”
which contains “fifteen” mounds in total (2); “three mounds on the Lucas Plantation in Leflore
County” (54). Faulkner frequently borrowed character names from county sources such as
cemeteries and legal records, so it’s not a stretch to think that these passages in Brown were
wellsprings for some of the dramatis personae in Go Down, Moses.
As Brown observes, many of Mississippi’s mounds had been explored by the time he
surveyed them in the 1910s and 20s. Prior excavation at Lucas’s mound makes hiding the still
easier, as “The Fire and the Hearth” explains:
The spot he sought was a slight overhang on one face of the mound; in a sense one side
of his excavation was already dug for him, needing only to be enlarged a little, the earth
working easily under the invisible pick, whispering easily and steadily to the invisible
shovel until the orifice was deep enough for the worm and kettle to fit into it, when – and
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it was probably only a sigh but it sounded to him louder than an avalanche, as though the
whole mound had stooped roaring down at him – the entire overhang sloughed. (30)
The ambiguous way in which Faulkner describes Lucas’s “invisible” pick and shovel implies
that Beauchamp, unlike the previous white excavators at the site, does not have any physical
tools with him but rather works at the soil with his bare hands, underscoring the sense of African
American intimacy with the land that pervades the text, while also acknowledging the social
invisibility of black labor throughout American history. As if working in partnership with
Beauchamp, then, the mound gives “easily and steadily” underneath him, becoming more and
more personified as its whisper crescendos into a roar – a muffled scream, we might say, that
voices the rapine history of land theft, Native displacement, and African enslavement inherent in
the Southern environment. Lucas’s act augurs ecological wounds as well: as Doyle points out,
“Once the land was broken it became vulnerable to rapid erosion from rain and wind. Soon the
land would be scarred by huge gullies they took to calling ‘Mississippi Canyons,’ deep lesions
that exposed the reddish and yellow clay and sand below, cutting across the land like open
ulcers” (75). Perhaps preemptively, then, the ground sloughs over Lucas’s kettle completely, as
if to cover up another instrument of capitalist exploitation.109
Indeed, as the deep chasm Lucas has opened up collapses, the land virtually assaults
Beauchamp, spewing up soil and coating the still in dirt: “It drummed on the hollow kettle,
covering it and the worm, and boiled about his feet and, as he leaped backward and tripped and
fell, about his body too, hurling clods and dirt at him, striking him a final blow squarely in the
face with something larger than a clod” (30). Gathering his senses, Lucas fumbles for the item
that delivered this shocking blow: “his hand found the object which had struck him and learned it
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Since Brown relates that many mounds were used for Native American burials, and later for both black and white
cemeteries (3), this sigh may also voice a more multifaceted historical recognition.
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in the blind dark – a fragment of an earthenware vessel which, intact, must have been as big as a
churn and which even as he lifted it, crumbled again and deposited in his palm, as though it had
been handed to him, a single coin” (30). Maintaining the archaeological aura of the site, the
mound bestows upon Lucas a shard of traditional pottery, made from the earth’s own clay,
almost as if it were the heat of the land’s anger that fired this ceramic vessel. That the pitcher
instantly disintegrates in Lucas’s hands, dispensing a piece of treasure in its place, intimates
Yoknapatawpha’s overarching logic of capitalist land exploitation and the transformation of soil
under agricultural economics, as the mud synthesizes to money before Lucas’s very eyes. The
scene thus allegorizes how the earth mediates Lucas’s scheme to turn moonshine into cash.
Lucas’s mercenary desire to find the presumed remainder of this cache turns him into an
even more exacting soil excavator:
his brain boiling with all the images of buried money he had ever listened to or heard of,
for the next five hours he crawled on hands and knees among the loose earth, hunting
through the collapsed and now quiet dirt almost grain by grain, pausing from time to time
to gauge by the stars how much remained of the rapid and shortening spring night, then
probing again in the dry insensate dust which had yawned for an instant and vouchsafed
him one blinding glimpse of the absolute and then closed. (31)
Though Beauchamp’s scrutiny of the dirt “grain by grain” stresses his close relationship to
Southern soil, his search for further treasure is fruitless; the mound yields only the single coin.
That coin, however, turns out to be a thousand-dollar gold piece, an amount that, as John T.
Matthews notes, “duplicates the sum left to their unacknowledged [African American] heirs by
Carothers, Buck, and Buddy [McCaslin]” (235). Matthews thus reads Beauchamp’s treasure hunt
not as a pursuit “in the lunacy of simple greed” but as a quest for reparative justice, for a proper
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inheritance and – we might add – adequate compensation for the sufferings of slavery and its
aftermath. As such, the mound functions imaginatively as both a geological and an economic
kind of bank: a repository for layers and layers of the regional past, “histories of cultural identity
and narratives of ancestry that provide the basis for a ‘deep mapping’ of [Beauchamp’s] southern
site of excavation” (Trefzer 146).
Divining the Value of the Land
Lucas’ discovery at the mound inspires him to take on his own project of deep mapping, hailing
a “divining machine” salesman down from Memphis in the hopes of finding the rest of the
reserve. “‘Do you mean to tell me,’” Roth questions him in disbelief, “‘you wrote him to come
down here after I told you I wouldn’t advance you three hundred dollars nor three hundred cents
nor even three cents—.’” Unwilling to agree to such a loan, Edmonds reminds Lucas that he
does, in fact, have his own cash to use, “‘over three thousand dollars in the bank. Advance
yourself the money. Then you wont even have to pay it back,’” he quips (60). That money,
however, is the McCaslin buy-out package, so it is significant that Lucas is unwilling to use it in
his own capitalist venture.110 Since Roth will not front him the funds and Lucas refuses to use his
own money, he resorts instead to rural means in bartering with the salesman:
“I’ll swap you a mule for it,” Lucas said.
“A mule?”
“When we find that money tonight, I’ll buy the mule back from you for the three
hundred dollars.” . . . The salesman glanced quickly at him, at the raked hat, the rapid
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For Latham, the money Lucas “holds in the bank is still the profit of slavery, the abstract rendering of his own
violent subjugation. As such, it may offer him the comforts of wealth, but it leaves unresolved the same problem
which haunts Rider in ‘Pantaloon in Black’: the inability to return home, to activate some sense of relationship to the
land and space of Yoknapatawpha County that is not steeped in blood, violence, and slavery” (263).
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batting of his eyes. Then the salesman looked back at Lucas. They looked at one another
– the shrewd, suddenly sober, suddenly attentive face of the young white man, the
absolutely expressionless one of the negro.
“Do you own the mule?”
“How could I swap it to you if I didn’t?” Lucas said. (63)
The shrewd attentiveness of the salesman signals his sense of his own economic and racial power
in a rural market ripe for manipulation. The reader—and perhaps even the salesman too—knows
full well that Lucas does not own the mule, but surprisingly the man from St. Louis accepts a bill
of sale for the animal anyway. By asking what right Lucas has to sell Roth Edmonds’ mule to
further his own economic interest, Faulkner encourages the reader to question Roth’s own claim
to the animal, as the oft-described “woman-made” McCaslin descendant would actually, under
the traditional forms of patrilineal inheritance, at least, have less right to the plantation acreage
and livestock than his paternal-side relative Lucas—but for the color of Lucas’s skin (43).
Searching for his missing mule also forces Roth Edmonds into intimate proximity with
the landscape of his own property, as he and two African American workers set out in search of
Lucas, George Wilkins, and Alice the mule:
Then, himself on the mare and the two negroes on saddleless mules, they went back
across the pasture, fording the creek, to the gap in the fence through which the mule had
been led. From there they followed the tracks of the mule and the man in the soft earth
along the edge of a cotton field, to the road. And here too they could follow them, Dan
walking now and carrying the flashlight, where the man had led the unshod mule in the
soft dirt which bordered the gravel. “That’s Alice’s foot,” Dan said. “I’d know it
anywhere.” (63)
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The creek appears once more in this description, demonstrating its integral position in the
geography of Go Down, Moses. Following the African American characters along this path, we
discover the accuracy with which they are able to recognize the tracks of the mule. As Parrish
notes, African American rural laborers in the Jim Crow South were “forced into an intimacy”
with plantation land that required them to know “their environment with great empirical
acumen” (Flood Year, 9). Yet Edmonds, the white landlord and focal figure in this passage,
demonstrates a similar familiarity, discriminating among varying soil types: the “soft earth,” the
“soft mud,” the gravel roadbed. The protracted search for the mule provides him with an
opportunity to register African American connections to and experiences of the land that may
otherwise have eluded him.
Later in the story, another white character is tricked into a lengthy traversal of
Yoknapatawpha ground, as Lucas leads the out-of-town salesman to an orchard where he has
salted the earth with silver specie, hoping to enflame the salesman’s mercenary lust111:
the road not even a road but a gullied overgrown path winding though hills, the place
they sought not in the bottom but on a hill overlooking the creek – a clump of ragged
cedars, the ruins of old cementless chimneys, a depression which was once a well or a
cistern, the old wornout brier – and sedge-choked fields spreading away and a few
snaggled trees of what had been an orchard, shadowy and dim beneath the moonless sky
where the fierce stars of late summer swam. (69)
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Following the Civil War of course, there were a number of rumors of buried treasure circulating in Mississippi
lore that the salesman might buy into, such as the supposed buried gold on the Price plantation in Lafayette County,
as documented by Don Doyle (9). Furthermore, as Ross Bullen points out in relation to Lucas’ refusal to spend his
inheritance, “hoarding gold coins was not simply idiosyncratic or even irrational behavior” in 1941, given the
financial instability generated by the Great Depression, as well as the gold standard debate and Gold Reserve Acts
(205). This constellation of economic and ecological issues recalls similar issues engaged by Hurston in “The Gilded
Six Bits.”
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Though the journey takes us to a different vantage point than before, the creek remains in sight.
So do McCaslin legacies of racial exploitation. For as it turns out, Lucas has drawn on his own
funds—the corrupt McCaslin bequest—for the fifty silver dollars he has buried in the orchard
(68). The enlistment of this tainted patrimony in Lucas’s scheme reminds us of what really lies
buried in Southern ground: the debts of slavery and other forms of racial suffering. While
Lucas’s triumph over the commercial agent may be designed primarily to make the reader laugh,
it also exposes the wiliness necessary for African Americans to overcome their historical
mistreatment at the hands of white oppressors motivated by the market forces of capitalism.
The Mobility of Molly
Undoubtedly, Lucas’s growing obsession with the machine does begin to fracture his marriage
and his relationship with his daughter Nat. Beauchamp’s wife, Molly, worries about his
fanaticism, suggesting that it has made Lucas “‘crazy,’” “‘sick in the mind […] doing a thing the
Lord aint meant for folks to do.’” It has also made him neglect his agricultural duties: “He dont
even take care of his own stock right no more. I feeds the mare and the hogs and milks, tries to,”
Molly tells Roth (76). What she fears most, however, isn’t that Lucas will wear himself out
fruitlessly hunting the treasure but that “‘he’s going to find it’” and thereby disrespect the Lord’s
teaching: “‘Because God say, ‘What’s rendered to My earth, it belong to Me unto I resurrect it.
And let him or her touch it, and beware’’” (77).112 Later in the story, Roth suddenly understands
what Molly is getting at:
The curse of God. He knew what she meant, what she had been fumbling toward.
Granted the almost unbelievable circumstance that there should be as much as a thousand
112

Nancy Dew Taylor cites Jesse Marie Coffee’s belief that this phrase refers to Genesis 3:19: “In the sweat of they
face shalt thou eat bread, till thou return unto the ground: for out of it wast thou taken: for dust thou art, and unto
dust shalt thou return” (59).
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dollars buried and forgotten somewhere within Lucas’s radius, and granted the even more
impossible circumstance that Lucas should find it: what it might do to him, even to a man
sixty-seven years old, who had, as Edmonds knew, three times that sum in a Jefferson
bank; even a thousand dollars on which there was no sweat, at least none of his own. (91)
As Dirk Kuyk suggests, one of the key motifs of “The Fire and the Hearth” is the difference
between “crops on which sweat has fallen and treasure on which there is no sweat” (60).
Perhaps intentionally, Molly’s words double as an indictment of the planter class in the South,
who during slavery and afterward, via sharecropping, made money from their expansively
farmed acreage without doing any of the manual labor themselves. Both Lucas and Molly, then,
are in a position to know, with the hard-won wisdom of black tenant farmers and the descendants
of slaves, that any McCaslin treasure hidden in the plantation soil bears buckets of black (and
perhaps Native) sweat, and a fair amount of blood, to boot. While Lucas seems to imagine the
gold hoard as his rightful, reparative due, Molly may fear the spiritual consequences of
unearthing old sins and wounds and prefer instead to let the land’s haunting secrets remain
concealed. She seems to signal as much when she insists to Roth that she’s “got to be free” of
Lucas and his obsession with the hidden value and buried history of plantation land (77). For
her, the specter of slavery and other ancestral crimes may bring its own form of bondage.
The solution Roth insensitively proposes to Molly’s predicament, however, would plunge
her directly into that haunted creekscape:
“Wait till he comes in with that thing to-morrow morning, then take it yourself and go
down to the creek and hunt buried money. Do it the next morning, and the one after that.
Let him find out that’s what you are doing – using his machine while he is asleep, all the
time he is asleep and cant watch it, cant hunt himself. Let him come in and find there’s no

203

breakfast ready for him, wake up and find there’s no supper ready because you’re still
down in the creek bottom, hunting buried money with his machine.” (77)
This advice becomes all the more foreboding after Molly steals the divining machine and goes
missing. As Matthews writes, “To dramatize that she believes the hunt will destroy their
marriage, Molly turns herself into a quarry, too: she forces Lucas to join Roth and the others in
her pursuit,” taking on the role that Lucas has previously assumed in wandering across the text,
and now forcing her own husband to look differently at the land, as he had done for Roth and the
Memphis salesman (237). Once again Faulkner takes us on the path of African Americans, as
Roth also joins this hunt “where they followed and lost and hunted and found and followed again
the faint, light prints of the old woman’s feet as they seemed to wander without purpose among
the jungle of brier and rotted logs along the creek” (93). The group finally discover Molly “lying
on her face in the mud, the once immaculate apron and the clean faded skirts stained and torn,”
as though in a forced confrontation with the haunted soil of the creek, its repressed history of
Black female rebellion (stretching from Molly’s circa-1940 protest to Eunice’s 1832 revolt), and
its all-too-close association with the fecund earth, perhaps even replicating another reverse
autochthonous swallowing of an African American body into the traumatized Southern
landscape (93). “By God, I’m glad I aint walking in your shoes right now,” an unempathetic and
frustrated Roth chides Lucas, failing to realize that the quest to locate Molly, like the earlier
effort to regain his mule, has him quite literally treading the same path as Beauchamp.
Furthermore, his foreboding sense that Molly might have killed herself trying to fight the power
of the capital-seeking divining machine echoes/foreshadows the (historically prior) suicide of
Eunice, which, as we learn later in the novel, was also located in this creek. As Jay Watson
remarks, “It's hard to know how aware Roth might be of the implications of what he's saying in
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pointing Molly toward the creek that Lucas had to ford […] and that Eunice made the site of her
last stand against the McCaslin regime,” nor indeed “how aware Molly herself might be of this
particular creek bottom’s history as a zone of black struggle” (275). Even if the first-time reader
of “The Fire and the Hearth” is not aware either, this scene still stands out as another place where
Faulkner’s geography is subtly, if retroactively, layered with histories of racial embattlement.
By the end of the story, Lucas has given up trying to find the money, reconciled with
Molly, and turned the machine over to Roth. How should we read his decision? While many
scholars have struggled to resolve Lucas’ resignation here, perhaps Beauchamp’s failure to find
the treasure is a canny way for Faulkner to represent the inadequacy of purely financial means of
racial compensation, suggesting that the wealth of slavery’s capitalism has been too deeply
swallowed into the global landscape to be available for credit; it’s also arguable that no sum
could ever really make up for what was stolen from Lucas, his ancestors, and their historical
counterparts. Instead, Lucas has used the divining machine, and the cross-country rambling it
inspired, to draw attention to himself and his relationship to the land, forcing white characters
(and readers) to properly acknowledge him while compelling them to walk the same terrain he
has tread, and thus, perhaps, to understand that land, and the histories it harbors, in new ways.
Another motivation for handing over the device is that Beauchamp wishes to resolve
what Matthews calls “the inherent conflict between dynastic dreams and domestic virtues” (237).
As Arthur Kinney suggests, by “letting go” of the machine, Lucas “becomes free; letting go, he
reinstitutes his marriage. Being free for Lucas, as for Molly, is being free with” (n.p.). Faulkner
thus suggests that Lucas has finally realized the value of family relations in the building and
maintenance of black post-Emancipation community, seeking a GOOD LIFE through marriage
and domesticity rather than via the capitalist pursuit of the moral and financial acknowledgment
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that he (not unjustifiably) believes he is due. Indeed, Houston Baker’s rubric from Turning South
Again does not really account for the significance of marriage as one of the components of black
modernity, yet such partnership is one way that a number of scholars see as a means for Lucas to
achieve racial equality in an era still marked by calculated African American accomodationism
(see Thyssen, or Thadious Davis in Games of Property, for instance). As I’ve also demonstrated
in my Hurston chapter, marriage may very well be a most powerful way for African Americans
to furnish a good life for themselves in the first half of the twentieth century.
What’s more, this domestic choice is a way for Lucas to exercise agency over his
genealogy in a way that his relationship to the McCaslin-Edmonds does not fully allow. Within a
year of asking for his portion of the inheritance from Ike McCaslin, for example, rather than
using his lump sum to flee Mississippi like his other relations, Lucas has married Molly, a local
girl, and moved into the home built for them by Cass Edmonds, within which stands “the hearth
on which even in summer a little fire always burned, centering the life in it” (GDM 82). This
fireplace thus serves as a perpetual metaphor for the vitality of Lucas and Molly’s marriage, as
well as the centerpiece of their homestead. In addition, the hearth operates as a private safe for
Beauchamp, as evidenced in the following passage:
He set the skillet and coffee pot aside and with a stick of wood he raked the ashes from
one corner of the fireplace, exposing the bricks, and touched one of them with his wet
finger. It was hot, not scorching, searing, but possessing a slow, deep solidity of heat, a
condensation of the two years during which the fire had burned constantly above it, a
condensation not of fire but of time, as though not the fire’s dying and not even water
would cool it but only time would. He prised the brick up with his knife blade and
scraped away the warm dirt under it and lifted out a small metal dispatch box which his
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white grandfather, Carothers McCaslin himself, had owned almost a hundred years ago,
and took from it the knotted rag tight and solid with the coins, some of which dated back
almost to Carothers McCaslin’s time, which he had begun to save before he was ten years
old. (40)
This little hoard adds yet another example of hidden treasure to the growing catalogue of
instances in “The Fire and the Hearth,” yet signifies differently than Lucas’s search for buried
plantation wealth. Rather, this money is rooted in the heart(h) of the black Beauchamp home, as
Lucas moves the domestic “skillet and coffee pot” to one side, in order to access the secret store
of cash. Not only that, but these savings also bring back Lucas more closely to the (h)earth, as he
removes the already loose brick in the corner of the fireplace, scraping away its film of warm
dirt. Just as at the Native American mound, and in the divining machine plot, metal is (in a
circuitous way) removed from the soil, in the form of the dispatch box lifted out from the dirt
and clay of the brick nook. Unlike the inheritance that Old Carothers fobbed his black children
off with, however, which is in the bank, being – Ike McCaslin pointedly says – “too much to
keep hidden under a break in a hearth” – the value of this pile seems humble, cobbled together
from a variable mélange of specie and currency, which Lucas has been squirreling away since at
least 1884 (82). This is a private income that Lucas uses to support his kin in case of an
emergency. In this specific scene, Lucas is about to confront Zack Edmonds for keeping Molly
in the house so long after Mrs. Edmonds has died in childbirth – he places the money in Molly’s
shoes before leaving. The pouches of coins from underneath the hearth thus allow Beauchamp to
demonstrate that he has some sense of financial agency outside of the McCaslin-Edmonds
commissary and the corrupted family line.
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Finally, the bricks relate to Lucas’s domestic good life. The passage describes how their
heat contains the temporality of his marriage to Molly, reminding us of how the bricks at
Washington’s Tuskegee were fired in their own brick-formed pit, as well as intimating the way
in which those blocks indicated the agency and mark of their creators. In a way, the hearth keeps
Lucas bound to the soil, but in a more affirming, familial way – it’s this homely centerpiece that
he is re-avowing at the end of the story. For Lucas, Molly represents the hearth, as he associates
her with the meals and emotional warmth that come from it, as well as the smoke that emanates
from the chimney that can be seen while he is at work in the field. In turn, the hearth is made of
bricks, which are made of clay, further dramatizing Molly’s muddy transformation at the bottom
of the creek when she steals the divining machine, and perhaps providing greater motivation for
Lucas’s change of heart at the close of the tale.
In turn, the Beauchamps’ commitment to this symbol of domesticity acts as an inspiration
to the wider African American community in Go Down, Moses. In “Pantaloon in Black,” for
instance, when Rider moves in with his new wife, Mannie, he immediately emulates Beauchamp
tradition: “they married and he rented the cabin from Carothers Edmonds and built a fire on the
hearth on their wedding night as the tale told how Uncle Lucas Beauchamp, Edmonds’ oldest
tenant, had done on his forty-five years ago and which had burned ever since” (101). If the
general past for African Americans had been characterized by natal alienation, which severed the
connections between individual, family, and homeland (see Orlando Patterson 5, for example),
then Lucas’s choice to stay connected to the land where he was born, and to ultimately choose
his African American family over the specter of Old Carothers and the enigmatic whispers of
plantation treasure, provides a way to counter that traumatic past, with the ever-stoked fire on the
bricked hearth offering hope of black futurity to younger generations over almost half a century,
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much as Washington hoped Tuskegee’s bricks would do. While Roth may have craftily told
Lucas that he could keep hunting for gold under his wife’s nose in the end, the power of the
hearth and his marriage to Molly has shown the elderly Beauchamp that there is more immediate
treasure to appreciate, and a more genuine genealogy that he must re-affirm.
A Blood-and-Thunder Mystery Novel
Although Roth Edmonds may get rid of the divining machine at the center of the raucous charade
in “The Fire and the Hearth,” Faulkner was not quite so quick to dispense with Lucas
Beauchamp. Indeed, we have epistolary evidence that the author was thinking about Go Down,
Moses and Intruder in the Dust simultaneously, as he describes in a 1940 letter to his publisher
Robert K. Haas both “a blood-and-thunder mystery novel which should sell” and “another in
mind in method similar to THE UNVANQUISHED” – that is, a set of short stories collected to
form a cohesive whole (SL, 122). In fact, after publishing Go Down Moses in May 1942,
Faulkner would not publish another novel until the appearance of Intruder in September 1948,
the longest break between novels in his whole career. Describing the latter text in a letter to his
literary agent Harold Ober, Faulkner writes:
The story is a mystery-murder though the theme is more relationship between Negro and
white, specifically or rather the premise being that the white people in the south, before
the North or the govt, or anyone else, owe and must pay a responsibility to the Negro. But
it’s a story; nobody preaches in it. I may have told you the idea, which I have had for
some time—a Negro in jail accused of murder and waiting for the white folks to drag him
out and pour gasoline over him and set him on fire, is the detective, solves the crime
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because he goddamn has to to keep from being lynched, by asking people to go
somewhere and look at something and then come back and tell him what they found.
(SL, 262)
As his letter suggests then, Faulkner had been sitting with the concept of Intruder in the Dust for
a while, maintaining his (moderate) belief that the white South should be left to deal with its own
racial problems. At the same time, he continues to frame this issue in the context of debt,
suggesting that white people in the region “owe and must pay” their responsibilities to the
African American race. Finally, his suggestion that the plot of the story involves people going
“somewhere” to “look at something,” based on what they are told by the black man who sits in
jail, initiates another tale involving a journey across the Yoknapatawpha landscape engineered
by a black Beauchamp.
Hunting on Lucas’s Property
A few years prior to Lucas’s jailing, young white Chick Mallison had been pursuing rabbits with
his African American companion Aleck Sander and “one of Edmonds’ tenant’s sons” – also
designated “Edmonds’ boy” – having been given permission by Roth Edmonds to hunt on his
land (4). Along with the biracial makeup of the all-male group, this expedition recalls the many
scenes and forms of hunting in Faulkner’s previous novel. Indeed, Lucas Beauchamp was along
on one of the hunts featured in Go Down, Moses, as revealed in “The Fire and the Hearth,” when
Lucas sees a man in the courthouse “who had used to come out in old Cass’ time forty and fifty
years ago and stay for weeks during the quail season, shooting with Zack, with Lucas to hold the
horses while they got down to shoot when the dogs pointed” (56). In Intruder, though, Chick’s
freedom to use the land, a function of his white privilege, means that his relationship to the hunt,
and to the McCaslin/Edmonds plantation itself, is inflected differently than Lucas’s, and for that
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matter than that of the black boys who accompany him on his adventure. As historians J. B.
Smallwood and Robert L. Izlar explain, southern game laws were designed in part to dissuade
the arming of African Americans and to thwart their efforts at self-sustenance: “Many blacks had
supplied some of the food for their families by hunting on unfenced public and private land, so
hunting restrictions made the blacks more dependent on white landowners for their employment”
(66). Perhaps Lucas remains on Edmonds land in order to retain hunting and other provision
rights that might have been denied him on other farmsteads not owned and managed by his
kinsmen.
During his own excursion, Chick falls into the icy creek of Nine Mile Branch, slipping
off the footlog that has been pointed out to the group by “Edmonds’ boy” – emphasizing African
American knowledge of this area. From its previous appearances, we know that the creek is not a
safe place, as Watson observes: “the dominant landscape feature […] harbors a dark history as a
site of extinction” (271). In Intruder, this body of water again opens up a chain of economic
credits and debits, as it did in “The Fire and the Hearth”: the disembodied voice of Lucas
Beauchamp enables Chick to save himself from becoming the creek’s latest drowning victim.
Chick’s submersion into this watery archive of the McCaslin/Beauchamp past may even baptize
him into a new world of racial experience, “outwardly the same yet subtly and irrevocably
altered,” as it did Lucas during the flood of “The Fire and the Hearth” (GDM 36).
As the party moves away from the creek, Chick initially believes that they are going to
Edmonds’ home:
So he didn’t even check when they passed the gate, he didn’t even look at it and now they
were in no well-used tended lane leading to tenant or servant quarters and marked by
walking feet but a savage gash half gully and half road mounting a hill with an air
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solitary independent and intractable too and then he saw the house, the cabin and
remembered the rest of the story, the legend: how Edmonds’ father had deeded to his
Negro first cousin and his heirs in perpetuity the house and the ten acres of land it sat
in—an oblong of earth set forever in the middle of the two-thousand-acre plantation like
a postage stamp in the center of an envelope. (8)113
As Tim Armstrong suggests, the passage “seems a little odd—who puts a stamp at the center of
an envelope? It is as if Faulkner is conflating the nonspecific stamp with the specific address that
is the mark of occupation or ownership. […] To be a stamp, or to be on a stamp, is to command a
place” (3). I would add that Lucas’s stamp upon the McCaslin plantation, as well as within the
Faulknerian stamp of native soil, calls attention to proprietorship of Yoknapatawpha land,
making Beauchamp’s plot stick out like a sore thumb, or like a thorn in the side of the white
McCaslin plantation heirs. Positioned in the middle of this acreage, the house also bespeaks
Lucas’s centrality to the McCaslin-Edmonds genealogy under a Hegelian framework of
bondsman and lord, despite his “solitary independent and intractable” nature as its inhabitant.
Taking this allegory even further, if Lucas is the stamp to the McCaslin envelope, then the
plantation is nothing without his African American labor – you can’t send a letter without paying
for a stamp, after all. Or as Faulkner puts it in the novel, “you didn’t forget Lucas Beauchamp”
(6). What’s more, a letter with a stamp in the wrong place will still send; Lucas’ positioning thus
emphasizes his often unconventional way of doing things and drawing attention to himself,
forcing himself to be acknowledged.
113

The path that the group walk up to Beauchamp’s home runs “straight between two borders of tin cans and empty
bottles and shards of china and earthenware set into the ground, up to the paintless steps and the paintless gallery
along whose edge sat more cans but larger—empty gallon buckets which had once contained molasses or perhaps
paint and wornout water or milk pails and one fivegallon can for kerosene with its top cut off and half of what had
once been somebody’s (Edmonds’ without doubt) kitchen hot water tank sliced longways like a banana—out of
which flowers had grown last summer and from which the dead stalks and the dried and brittle tendrils still leaned
and drooped” (9) The decoration patterns may remind the reader of Missie May’s in Hurston’s “Gilded Six Bits.”
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During his time at their house, Lucas and Molly provide Chick with warmth and food
(which Chick later realizes was Lucas’s own dinner), both delivered via the pivotal hearth of the
Beauchamp homestead: “the clay-daubed fieldstone chimney in which a halfburned backlog
glowed and smoldered in the gray ashes,” intimating the even more extended time that the fire
has continued to burn across decades and novels (10). Chick attempts to give Lucas money in
exchange for this hospitality, which baffles the elderly Beauchamp; with disdain, Chick throws
this sum on the floor of the Beauchamp cabin, leaving Lucas to order Aleck Sander and
“Edmond’s boy” to pick it up. On the journey back home, Chick goes even further, as he
“walked steadily to the creek and drew the four coins from his pocket and threw them out into
the water,” adding another scanty, tainted payoff to the ledgers of the black McCaslin line,
embedded in the history and topography of the land (17). As Mary Knighton points out, this
disposal also “unwittingly contributes [Chick’s] share to Lucas’s dream of material
compensation,” bringing us full circle to the treasure at the heart of Go Down, Moses (192).
Later Chick will imagine the hurled coins merging into the form of a single half dollar: “The
actual sum was seventy cents of course and in four coins but he had long since during that first
few fractions of a second transposed translated them into the one coin one integer in mass and
weight out of all proportion to its mere convertible value” (20).
Ruminating over the implications of his debt to Lucas, Chick starts to feel that his whole
experience with Beauchamp can be captured, solidified by this token:
[B]ecause now not only his mistake and its shame but its protagonist too—the man, the
Negro, the room, the moment, the day itself—had annealed vanished into the round hard
symbol of the coin and he would seem to see himself lying watching regretless and even
peaceful as day by day the coin swelled to its gigantic maximum, to hang fixed at last
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forever in the black vault of his anguish. (20-21)
Tempering Lucas into the “symbol of the coin” is an extremely suggestive image with regard to
the theme of racial debt in the novel, as this economic guilt swells and swells, hanging like a
forebodingly dark specter. Even as it reminds us of the transformative powers of capitalist
commodification and exchange, the portentous coin also recalls the singular coin Lucas
discovers in the Indian mound in “The Fire and the Hearth.” The gold piece comes out of the
ground of the creek bottom; the seventy cents return to it, beneath the creekwaters, whereupon
the spectral half-dollar promptly emerges in their place, a return of the historical and racial
repressed that hovers over Chick. Shouldering the burden of this legacy, Chick inadvertently
ends up repeating it, in a series of awkward attempts to discharge his obligation to Lucas.
Michael Wainwright offers a Derridean reading of these exchanges in the novel, suggesting that
the mixture of a gift economy that confers esteem with a money economy that merely transfers
capital leaves the reward system of the text “fundamentally unstable,” much like the complex,
volatile economic arrangements (particularly in monocrop agriculture) that built Faulkner’s
South (169).114
Digging up the Evidence
With the checks and balances still seemingly askew between the pair, Lucas is arrested and jailed
for the murder of white Vinson Gowrie, and, with the threat of a lynching lurking, he begins to
call in his favors from Chick. The first service that he asks of the boy outside the jail is to fetch
his uncle, the Yoknapatawpha lawyer Gavin Stevens. It’s only upon realizing that he can’t trust
this traditional white Southern gentleman with his alibi that Lucas turns to somebody less jaded,
someone more inclined to get intimate with the earth, a young boy with racial lessons to learn.
114

As Wainwright also evocatively reminds us, Derrida’s value of oikos “signifies not only the ‘home,’ but also
"property, family, the hearth, the fire indoors’” (170).
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So much, then, for the “blood and thunder” murder Faulkner described for his publisher—but the
“mystery” remains, including the role of Southern soil, black modernity, and racial justice in that
mystery. Lucas insists to Gavin and Chick that he has ended up as the unfortunate victim of
wrong-place-wrong-time: “They was two folks, partners in a sawmill. Leastways they was
buying the lumber as the sawmill cut it. [. . .] Vinson Gowrie was one of um” (62). He initially
refuses to incriminate the murderer, possibly because of the risky racial repercussions of doing
so, but perhaps as well because he seeks justice through due process of evidence being
discovered by white authorities, forcing them to acknowledge his sense of right and his sense of
rights. When Stevens remains skeptical, however, Lucas reaches out to Chick, persuading him
that the only viable way to prove his innocence is for the boy to exhume the corpse of Vinson
Gowrie and examine his fatal wound:
“I’ll pay you.” Lucas said.
So he [Chick] wasn’t listening, not even to his own voice in amazed incredulous
outrage: “Me go out there and dig up that grave?” He wasn’t even thinking anymore So
this is what that plate of meat and greens is going to cost me. (68)
While Faulkner invokes the “cost” of the meal at Lucas’s house only to deny Chick’s
consideration of it here, its presence still lingers as the overriding reason to help Lucas out of his
bind. In addition, Lucas’s request pointedly reverses the typical racial organization of
agricultural toil: by asking Chick to dig deep into the ground, he coerces him into re-enacting
the theft of soil-based labor stolen from generations of African Americans in order to confront
reparative justice head on and hands-on. “I’m to go seventeen miles out there in the dark—”
Chick exclaims, working through the logistics of Beauchamp’s suggestion: “Nine,” Lucas said.
“The Gowries buries at Caledonia Chapel. You takes the first right hand up into the hills just
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beyond the Nine-Mile branch bridge. You can be there in a half hour in your uncle’s automobile”
(69). As Lucas reminds Chick and the reader of his intimacy with the layout of the land, the text
again calls attention to Yoknapatawpha’s most infamous creek (69). “I’m gonter pay you,” Lucas
assures Chick. “Name yo price at anything in reason and I will pay it” (71-72). With his blankfaced proposal of an exchange of cash for this extortionate task of digging, Lucas reminds Chick
of his own attempt to swap money for a personal favor, even as the text also evokes the
economics of the divining machine arrangements in “The Fire and the Hearth.”
Of course, Chick has already decided he’s going to do this favor for Lucas, in fact
probably already knows he will when he returns to the jail cell with Lucas’s tobacco after Gavin
Stevens has departed for the night. On the way he unwittingly enlists Aleck Sander to help, as
well as gaining the assistance of an elderly white relation of Molly Beauchamp, a character
whose name Faulkner changed from Belle Worsham in “Go Down, Moses” to the evocative
Eunice Habersham in Intruder in the Dust, thus recalling Lucas’ unforgettable greatgrandmother. Like the McCaslins, the Worsham/Habersham family has a deep connectedness to
the Beauchamp family; Eunice and Molly “both suckled at Molly’s mother’s breast and [grew]
up together almost inextricably like sisters” (87). This group of amateur detectives thus rides the
nine miles out of town to desecrate the fresh Gowrie grave,
Aleck Sander using the shovel for the first shift while he [Chick] used the pick though the
dirt was still so loose they didn’t really need the pick (and if it hadn’t been still loose they
couldn’t have done it at all even by daylight); two shovels would have done and faster too
but it was too late for that now until suddenly Aleck Sander handed him the shovel and
climbed out of the hole and vanished and (not even using the flashlight) with that same
sense beyond sight and hearing […] returned with a short light board so that both of them
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had shovels now and he could hear the chuck! and then the faint swish as Aleck Sander
thrust the board into the dirt and then flung the load up and outward, expelling his breath,
saying “Hah!” each time—a sound furious raging and restrained, going faster and faster
until the ejaculation was almost as rapid as the beat of someone running: “Hah! ... Hah! ...
Hah!” (102-103)
An African American with “sense beyond sight and hearing” digging into a pile of slackened
earth, “so loose they didn’t really need the pick”? Rootling around in the Southern dirt for where
racial justice is buried? Sometimes it seems, Faulkner finds a trope that he just can’t shake, with
the reenactment of Lucas’s digging from “The Fire and the Hearth” here underscoring Chick’s
responsibility toward Beauchamp, acting as proxy in uncovering this evidence – albeit
complicated by the racially inflected rhythms of Aleck Sander’s labor, which in turn echo the
songs of rural black workers as recorded by Zora Neale Hurston, for instance.115
The plot thickens further when Chick opens the coffin to discover not Vinson Gowrie but
a different corpse, which turns out to be that of a timber buyer from a neighboring county named
Jake Montgomery. Chick and Aleck Sander then hurry to fill the grave back up. Reflecting on
this violation, Chick later refers to the gravesite as “a fenced square of earth” (157), returning us
to the theme of land demarcation, in a way that recalls the postage stamp of Lucas’s plot, as well
as the way in which early land surveyors divided up colonial Mississippi (see Doyle 60 or
Johnson 35), while perhaps also bringing to mind the allotted acreage that Faulkner deeded to
Wilson and the McJunkinses. In order to get an official warrant to dig the grave up again, Chick
decides to re-involve his uncle and the sheriff, and the legal maneuvering becomes suggestively
coded racially as two African American convicts are called to “the fresh raw mound” to do this
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See Eric Sundquist’s The Hammers of Creation (pp. 49-91) or Jay Watson’s Reading for the Body (pp. 87-134)
for their reading of such sounds in Jonah’s Gourd Vine.
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excavation work for the county (158). The sudden appearance of three members of the Gowrie
family (father Nub and twin boys Bilbo and Vardaman) prevents the leased prisoners from
completing this labor, however, even though the sheriff assures the Gowries that it isn’t their
kinsman Vinson whom they will see when they open up the ground. And, sure enough, it isn’t.
“It was empty. There was nothing in it at all until a thin trickle of dirt flowed down into it with a
whispering pattering sound” (166). The coffin is vacant, that is, until a small stream of soil
begins to drip in, as if once again to conceal the evidence of yet another theft of life in
Yoknapatawpha (166).
Surveying the Soil
From the cemetery, the group must follow a muddy trail to find the body that Chick claims to
have excavated the night before, as well as the body of the original victim they are seeking,
leading to a kind of pedological pop quiz given by the sheriff:
“All right. Somewhere in the ground. And what sort of ground? What dirt digs easiest
and fastest for a man in a hurry and by himself even if he has a shovel? What sort of dirt
could you hope to hide a body in quick even if you never had nothing but a pocket
knife?”
“In sand,” his uncle [Gavin Stevens] said immediately, rapidly, almost
indifferently, almost inattentively. “In the bed of the branch.” (170)
Further embedding this narrative into his fictional landscape, Faulkner locates this “bed of the
branch” underneath Nine Mile Bridge, once more pinpointing the creek bottom that recurs
throughout the annals of McCaslin/Beauchamp history. Recalling previous hunts along the
creekside in “The Fire and the Hearth,” the legal team continues to track the criminal’s
movements, noting “the narrow delicate almost finicking mule-prints out of all proportion to the
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animal’s actual size, mashed pressed deep, too deep for any one mule no matter how heavy
carrying just one man, into the damp muck” (172). “Look at the dirt,” the sheriff encourages.
“Cant you see? He hardly took time to bury it. This was the second one, when he was in the [sic]
hurry, when it was almost daylight and he had to get it hidden?” (174). Everyone in the group
then inspects
the low hummock of fresh dirt lying close under the bank and in the bank above it the
savage ragged marks of the shovel as if he had hacked at the bank with the edge of the
blade like swinging an axe (and again: thinking: the desperation the urgency the frantic
hand-to-hand combat with the massy intolerable inertia of the earth itself) until enough of
it shaled off and down to hide what he had to hide. (174)
Faulkner’s description emphasizes this criminal’s extra abuse of the land in trying to cover up his
murder: hacking at the ground, treating the shovel like an axe. The earth proves difficult to
control, recalcitrantly “massy” and “intolerable” before giving way; the adjective “shaled”
describes both the process in which the soil comes away and a type of sedimentary rock formed
by densely compressed layers of soil, reminiscent of the Native American mound which
similarly sloughed away to cover over Lucas’s illicit still in “The Fire and the Hearth.” Sure
enough, this is where the group finds the corpse of Jake Montgomery, hastily dragged from the
Gowrie grave after Chick and Aleck Sander discovered him the previous evening.
But Vinson Gowrie? The soil survey must go on. Remembering how his horse Highboy
had bolted at the scent of a different terrain on the way to Caledonia Church, Chick cries out
sharply, “Where’s the quicksand?”—suddenly realizing the advantageous properties of this type
of soil, its ability literally to swallow up evidence of the crime (175). The sand in question is
described as “smooth [. . . ] and markless” (176), returning to aqueous consistency rather than
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retaining the marks of digging like the soil in the cemetery. At the same time, Faulkner reminds
us that the earth (like Lucas himself) is “innocent” of intended collaboration in the offence; the
criminal has merely exploited its fundamental properties (176).
Nub Gowrie hastily decides to jump feet-first into “the bland depthless milklike sand” in
order to uncover his son, and he lands directly on the body. Thereupon, the text lingers over the
removal of Vinson’s body from the sticky pool, onomatopoeically describing the corpse “coming
out now feet first, gallowsed up and out of the inscrutable suck to the heave of the crude tackle
then free of the sand with a faint smacking plop like the sound of lips perhaps in sleep” (177).
“Ghastly wasn’t it,” Gavin Stevens asserts to Miss Habersham later:
“[B]y the simple mischance of an old Negro man’s insomnambulism and then having got
away with that by means of a plan a scheme so simple and water-tight in its biological
and geographical psychology as to be what Chick here would call a natural, then to be
foiled here by the fact that four years ago a child whose presence in the world he was not
even aware of fell into a creek in the presence of that same Negro insomnambulist […]
(228-229)
To cope with his bereavement after Molly’s death, Lucas has been going for night walks, his
“insomnambulism” foiling the “biological” “geographical” and “natural” sense of Crawford’s
“water-tight” plan, before the flood gates of guilt are opened by the boy who fell into a creek.
Not only does this revelation emphasize the importance of traversing the ground with Lucas
Beauchamp, but it also ties in to Faulkner’s exploration of racially misunderstood forms of
grieving, a subject he had previously examined in “Pantaloon in Black.” Lucas’s nocturnal
rambles, like the similarly bereaved Rider’s in “Pantaloon,” humanize him, while pathologizing
the real culprit for his warped use of knowledge about the area’s diverse soil conditions and the
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nighttime habits of the locals. In addition, as Knighton points out, by sending young Chick
“literally and figuratively through dark woods and quicksand, where [he] learns more about his
racial debt than about the means to pay it,” Lucas’s instructions attempt to convey something of
his racial experience as well as his legal innocence to the boy (192). In traversing the
“geographical psychology” of Yoknapatawpha, Chick, like Roth and the St. Louis salesman
before him, finds himself walking in a black man’s shoes. In a roundabout way, the domesticity
implied by life with(out) Molly enables Lucas’s mobility (one key index of black modernity),
while grounding both Lucas’s position as witness and Chick’s position as an unofficial part of
his defense into the varying soils of Faulkner’s county.
Having finally located the body of Vinson, Sheriff Hampton is able to announce that “a
German Luger automatic,” not Lucas’s forty-one Colt, killed Gowrie, a gun, he says (leadingly)
just “like the one Buddy McCallum brought home from France in 1919 and traded that summer
for a pair of fox hounds”—traded, more specifically, with Vinson’s elder brother Crawford
(179). Crawford and Vinson had been in the lumber business together, but Crawford was secretly
selling some of the wood by night to Jake Montgomery, as spotted by Lucas Beauchamp on one
of his moonlit wanderings. Caught in a trap of his own making, Crawford shoots his brother,
framing Lucas for the murder to dispense with the only witness to the initial theft of the lumber.
Suspicious of Crawford, however, Jake Montgomery exhumes Vinson’s body before Chick and
his team decide to do the same, which is why Crawford must deal with Montgomery too,
substituting for his brother’s body the corpse that Chick and Aleck Sander later uncover, then
throwing Vinson into the quicksand, before later having to move Montgomery’s corpse to the
sandy spot where it will be found. Crawford ultimately commits suicide in the Jefferson jail, as
the mob quickly disperses, unable to face the shame of its racially motivated but ungrounded
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bloodlust against Lucas.
That the circumstances of Vinson’s and then Montgomery’s murders involve shady dealings
in the timber business is not immaterial to a soil-studies analysis of Intruder. Although the “slash
and burn” method of farming has often been cited as a legitimate method for returning nutrients
to the ground, lumbering the woods does not have the same regenerative effect. As Smallwood
and Izlar point out, “Cutting timber and the destruction of natural ground cover […] accelerate
soil erosion” and remove one of the main sources of soil regeneration: leaf mold and other
organic matter dispersed from the trees themselves (64). In this way then, we might read
Crawford’s crime as both economic and ecological as he robs the Yoknapatawpha soil of
necessary nourishment for his own profit, adding silvicultural theft to the region’s long history of
land theft and agricultural robbery, a slow violence qua Rob Nixon that Jefferson (and the
nation) would really rather forget. Profiting from the environment in this extractive manner goes
against nature just as much as fratricide does. Nevertheless, Crawford does still give back to the
ground, albeit in a rather perverse way, interring his brother in what he hopes is his final slippery
crypt, rather than, say, letting him rest in a box made from the lumber he was skimming.
Crawford himself then ends up “side by side” with Vinson, when both are buried “near their
mother’s headstone in Caledonia churchyard” at the end of the story (237).
Settling Up
Thus freed from jail, yet without any formal kind of exoneration, Lucas Beauchamp visits Gavin
Stevens’s office in an attempt to “get this thing settled,” by paying for services supposedly
rendered, muddying the distinction between honor and capitalist economies as laid out by
Wainwright, courtesy of Derrida (245). “Young man,” Lucas greets Chick as he enters the firm,
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“You aint fell in no more creeks lately, have you?” (241). “I’m saving that until you get some
more ice on yours,” Chick responds, whereupon, as if resuming their old economic
gamesmanship on a verbal plane, Lucas informs Chick that he’ll “be welcome without waiting
for a freeze” (241). In this way he holds open the possibility of a relationship between the two
races that isn’t based on environmental and economic debts. Still, an almost farcical back and
forth of checks and balances ensues between Stevens and Beauchamp, as Lucas attempts to pay
the lawyer for representing him. Stevens refuses payment, given that he didn’t initially believe
Beauchamp’s enigmatic alibi, so Lucas offers to cover expenses: the two-dollar cost of a
fountain pen Stevens broke while writing down “all the different things you finally told me”
about the Gowrie affair (245). Two dollars “dont sound like much to me” Lucas declares, “but
then I’m a farming man and you’re a lawing man and whether you know your business or not I
reckon it aint none of my red wagon as the music box says to try to learn you different” (245).
Although Faulkner is clearly playing the scene for humor here, Lucas’s comment about how a
“farming man” and a “lawing man” see two dollars differently does appear to be making a
commentary on the value of agriculture, and perhaps how various economies of the South
converse with one another, particularly in a novel where legal justice and soil have appeared to
operate in tandem. Again, however, Lucas pays this balance in his usual unconventional way,
using a crumpled up note, a few nickels, and some dimes, and then meticulously counting out
four bits in pennies “one by one,” each pulled from “a knotted soiled cloth tobacco sack,” further
suggesting a more rural contradistinction from the citified Stevens (245-246).116 Considering the
deal done after this lengthy back-and-forth, Stevens is perplexed that Lucas remains in his office:
116

For Knighton, the tobacco pouch “slyly references the money inside as far from universal but rather marked in
specific and historical ways, as the cash crop of a more aristocratic Upper South with whose first families Lucas
would proudly associate himself,” while his “legerdemain transforms the money into ‘bits,’ breaking money’s
abstraction down into its ‘parts’ even as the word ‘bits’ evokes the currency of an earlier time, another country”
(203) – perhaps we might even say another story?
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“Now what? […] What are you waiting for now?” he demands. Lucas’ matter-of-fact response,
“My receipt,” succinctly closes Faulkner’s text (247).
Indeed, if the metamorphosis of “native soil” in these two novels can be found in the
various fiscal, historical, and judicial “treasures” that are both unearthed and earthed in
Yoknapatawpha, then the closing scene of Intruder in the Dust acts as the culmination of these
themes. To be sure, Lucas’s request for a printed slip continues to draw attention to his frequent
desire for adequate social, racial, and economic acknowledgement across the two texts, and as
Knighton suggests, Beauchamp “demands a receipt not only to keep accounts and mark past
debts settled but also to call upon such evidence of his credit-worthiness in the future” (204). At
the same time, Faulkner’s emphasis on Lucas’s attentiveness to contractual obligation bears an
even greater connection to the push for black landownership, when more attentive consideration
is given to why Beauchamp appears in the final pages of the book. As Chick recalls earlier in the
novel, “when he had seen Lucas in town it had always been only once each year in January or
February and then for the first time he realized why: he had come in to pay the yearly taxes on
his land” (25). By distracting our focus with two pages of the over-elaborate dance of small
change bartering between Stevens and Beauchamp, Faulkner almost allows the reader to miss
this crucial emphasis on Lucas’s black landownership. For Erik Dussere, the receipt episode
demonstrates Lucas’s “entry into the economic sphere [and] suggests the horizon of freedom and
self-ownership” (76). With Lucas’s obligations to the taxman considered, however, this scene
actually marks Beauchamp’s perpetual re-entry into the economic sphere, based on his
agricultural property, property that Go Down, Moses did not yet concede him; if the “horizon of
freedom and self-ownership” is to be found anywhere in Lucas’s request for a receipt from
Stevens, it’s in the closure of their business together, so that Beauchamp can leave the lawyer’s
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office to get on with his other errands on the Square and then, quite emphatically, go home to his
land.
Beauchamp thus has no intention of surrendering his homeplace in the South, expressing
legal claim to his own allocated portion of land by paying necessary dues on the property – a
revenue task that even Faulkner himself disdained, frequently proclaiming his hatred of the
taxman – thereby encouraging white inhabitants of Yoknapatawpha to recognize their own debts
. While some critics, as Daniel J. Singal relates, have argued that Lucas, “for all his nobility,
hardly provides a model relevant to the urban environment in which most blacks have lived since
World War II” (269), I would suggest that he helps us imagine another perspective on how
African Americans who remained in the South still attempted to carve out a life and a modernity
for themselves, in spite of the many obstacles they faced. Rather than join the millions of African
Americans leaving the South during the Great Migration (including his own brother, James, who
puts Ohio River water between himself and the McCaslin plantation by leaving for Indiana, and
later James’s daughter, who moves to Detroit), Lucas actively chooses to stay firmly put,
affirming agriculture as a means toward obtaining a modern GOOD LIFE right where he is.
While he may farm his creek piece unconventionally in “The Fire and the Hearth,” his
reconciliation with Molly, and his long sojourn on the same acreage by the time we get to
Intruder in the Dust, demonstrate that Beauchamp is historically and emotionally connected to
land that he has literally invested in. Meanwhile, the moonshining business, divining machine
treasure hunt, and enlistment of Chick to search for evidence all illustrate various strategies of
survival used by African Americans who continued to stay below the Mason-Dixon line:
alternative economies, trickery, finding the right (white) people to trust – forms of endurance in a
segregated world.
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In following the paths that Lucas Beauchamp lays out across the Yoknapatawpha earth,
which double as Hutchinson’s “paths of black modernism,” Faulkner encourages the reader to
move closer to the historical, material, and ethical dimensions of African American experience,
treading his fictional soil in order to more deeply confront the issues of race and modernity. Like
the other authors in On Southern Soil, Faulkner engages actively, intimately, with the ground
beneath his and his African American characters’ feet to excavate the ways in which racial
discrimination and economic injustice were holding back his beloved and hated region. By
literally grounding his exploration of racial justice on Southern soil, Faulkner examines how
white ignorance, greed, and legal power limited the progress of African Americans, who in turn
sought land as a way to materialize their freedom, to operationalize modern democracy and
possessive individualism—the right to own, rather than to be, property—and, not least of all, to
exhibit agency in choosing to pursue the GOOD LIFE on their own native soil.
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